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One of the most original and it may be said entertaining books written in popular Modern Greek is the work on the medieval history of Cyprus which Leontios Makhairas wrote in the early years of the fifteenth century. Of the author we know very little beyond what we can gather from his book. He seems to have been born not much before 1360; we know of him from Bertrandon de la Brocquiere, as having been in 1432 at Laranda in Lycaonia on a mission from King John II of Cyprus to the Grand Karaman, Ibrahim Beg; he tells us himself that he was in charge of the wine for the troops at the battle of Khirokitia in 1426; this is about all, though it is plain from his book that he was all his life in close touch with the court of the Lusignan kings and had good opportunities of informing himself of the course of events.


Makhairas called his book a Chronicle, and in the opening lines he tells us that he desired in the Name of the Divine Goodness to compose a narrative about the well-beloved land of Cyprus. He wrote of what happened in his own days, of affairs in which he himself played a certain part, and of the doings of the generation preceding his own, on which he could be informed by eyewitnesses. To earlier days in Cyprus he devoted an introductory sketch of the country and its ecclesiastical affairs and a brief summary of the years following the Crusade, when the island fell into the hands of our King Richard Coeur de Lion; but the real subject of his book is Cyprus under the later kings of the Lusignan dynasty, and his detailed narrative begins with the accession of Peter I in 1359 and goes down to the disaster in 1426 when the Saracens of Egypt invaded the country and after the battle of Khirokitia carried King Janus away in captivity to Cairo; a period that is of between sixty and seventy years. The book has no clear and definite ending, and the last entries are brief and disjointed; they look rather like chronological jottings not yet worked up into a connected narrative, and may possibly not be by Makhairas at all. It is in fact a little difficult to see at what point Makhairas himself dropped his pen, but in any case he carried the story down to the time when the Lusignan dynasty had become so much weakened that there was before it nothing but an inevitable decline, which culminated some sixty years later when the island was ripe to be occupied by the ever greedy Venetians, in whose hands it remained until it was seized by the Turks. And this event brings us to the history of our own times, for the Turkish Government lasted until 1878 it handed over the island to the British.


At the time when Makhairas was composing his book, and even after his death, Greek historical writing in the Roman Empire of the East, certainly among the learned folk of Constantinople, was still actively practised. When the city fell in 1454 Makhairas may, though an old man, have been still alive, and in these very last days before the Turk the historians Doukas, Phrantzes, Chalkokondylis, and Kritoboulos were producing books still clearly in the current of Greek historical composition, which derived from Procopios nearly a thousand years earlier, and this current still flowing in the fifteenth century was even then no new thing; Procopios had behind him Plutarch, and the line only began with the Father of History himself. Kritoboulos, the latest of the series, who wrote no longer of Greek emperors, but lives of the first Turkish sultans and of the conqueror of the city, began his book with a palpable imitation of the opening chapter of Thucydides. And the language they used maintained, as far as was possible to them, the ancient standards; some of the Byzantines wrote a more intentionally Attic style than did Anna Komnene of the eleventh, Niketas of the thirteenth, and Kritoboulos of the fifteenth century.


It is a mark of all the Byzantine historians that they wrote of their own times; no narrative comparable with modern historical writing dealing with past periods in the spirit of historical research ever seems to have been attempted. Such work was left to the writers generally called not historians but chroniclers. These form a long series of humbler writers, whose task it was to compile records of the past, but in a spirit very different from that of the real historians. In Byzantium these chroniclers begin with Malalas in the ninth century, and continue right through the Byzantine age. Some such chronicles were composed even later, well on in the period of Turkish rule, when Greek culture would perhaps have hardly been capable of the higher task of real historical writing. The chief mark of these lesser writers is that they are year-by-year chroniclers or annalists, taking not a rounded subject from their own times on which they could be well and directly informed, but, by making free use of their predecessors, dealing with the whole of time from the Creation downward. They wrote, too, in a simpler form of Greek; not so much for the world of Byzantine scholars and statesmen as for a wider but less learned circle, probably very largely monastic. Thus their work has commonly an ecclesiastical tinge; of any general tracing of causes or wider views they are entirely innocent.


Now the book of Makhairas does not fit at all into either of these classes, and it is my object in this lecture to suggest what is his real position in the current of Medieval Greek literature.


It is not indeed possible to find a place for Makhairas in any of the departments of Greek writing carried on by living tradition through so many centuries: in fact his complete separation from the contemporary world of Byzantine culture is at once apparent. He has no trace of the learned traditional Greek: instead of this he employed his entirely local dialect, and in this his only predecessor is the Book of the Assizes, the Greek version of the feudal laws by which the crusading kingdoms and countries were governed. But the Book of the Assizes is no more than translation Greek; the nature of its contents also, a mere series of laws, prevented it from being in any degree a model for the writing of narrative. Makhairas is therefore in a real sense an innovator. He can hardly be said to have founded a school, for his only successor, George Boustronios, who wrote a shorter book carrying the story down to the end of the Lusignan dynasty, is a very inferior writer. Makhairas, therefore, had to find out for himself how to record the past and also have to employ his hitherto uncultivated native dialect; how he did this and what guidance he had must now be considered.


Cyprus was a land in which at that time many languages were spoken, standing culturally as it did between the crusading states of the West and Syria, Asia, and Egypt on the East, and we are told that as many as eleven languages were to be heard in the island. But of all of them the two in common use were the native Greek and French; French, though always that impure form of the language mixed of many dialects, which we hear called 'French as spoken in Cyprus', was the language of the foreign kings, of their Latin Christianity and of their feudal government, though it cannot be doubted that all through this period it was steadily and continuously giving way before the extraordinary vitality of Greek. In this point I cannot subscribe to the view so eloquently expressed by Enlart and by Mas Latrie that Cypriot culture was all through exclusively French. It was even necessary quite early to produce a book of the Assizes of Jerusalem in the Greek language. In Cyprus in fact Greek was permanent and was the natural language for a native writer, however fresh and untried the form of Greek he had at his command might be for literary use.


But it was bound to be a very local form of Greek. Cyprus and the Cypriots indeed stood very far away from the traditional centres of Greek culture. Even before its seizure by Coeur de Lion the island had been separated from distant Byzantium by the hordes of Seljouk Turks which overflowed Asia Minor after the disastrous battle of Manzikert in 1071. Of how far away it was now stranding we can see a sign in the very first page of Makhairas's book. He wants to end his opening paragraph with the old tag of Vanity of Vanities, all is vanity; but how does he do it? Any Greek living in contact with Greek culture would surely have gone to the LXX in which the Byzantine writers were so thoroughly steeped, and we should have had mataiotes mataioteton, ta meira mataiotes; but this Makhairas does not write. The separation from Greece and the Latin culture superimposed over the country sent him to the Vulgate with its Vanitas Vanitatum, and what we find in his text is the very Cypriot Greek bhanita bhanitaton, ola ta bhanita. Indeed, the whole preface seems to be taken from some Frankish model; we find a twelfth-century French prologue to a life of Alexander the Great which is almost verbally the same as that of Makhairas, including the quotation from Solomon.


So far in matters literary did Makhairas turn his back on Greece and look westwards.


Cut off in this way from Greek tradition, but with a desire to write of the country he loved so well and of the kings for whom, despite their foreign birth and religion, he had such a firm admiration, how was he to set about his task? There was always the obvious annalistic method of the chronicler who sets down the events of each year under its date: a method not disdained even by Thucydides. This is a natural way of going to work, of which we see elements in the numerous notes of remarkable contemporary events jotted down on the fly-sheets and margins of monastic manuscripts; any number from Athos are reproduced in Lambros's catalogues. And this method Makhairas often follows, especially in the later part of his work where he is recording from his own observation day-to-day events, which he seems not to have had time to work into any connected narrative. Thus we have a paragraph: 'And from the beginning of June 1438 after Christ a great plague fell upon Lefkosia and the villages, and there were many deaths in all parts of Cyprus, and it lasted seventeen months'; and so on. In a similar way he records earthquakes and visitations of locusts and such things: nearly always, however, matters essentially episodic and not to be in any way connected with the general flow of events.


For all happenings which form part of a longer story this method indeed has one grave disadvantage, and no born story-teller, and this Makhairas certainly was, could for a moment be satisfied with it. It is of the very essence of the system of annual entries that the writer is confined to looking at events as they occur one after the other: he can neither add to the present what he has learned of the past, nor can he in any way weave his successive items of information into an interesting and continuous story. And yet for the making of history, in which the writer chooses a suitable period and within its limits traces out the main currents of events on a broad scale, Makhairas has neither the tradition nor the linguistic style, nor the width of knowledge and outlook. Cyprus, indeed, outside of which he knew almost nothing, was but an island on the fringe of greater countries and of wider happenings. To be a mere chronicler was not enough for our author; to be a genuine historian he was too imperfectly equipped. How narrow was his outlook we may see when we read his remarks on the Genoese, who behaved so vexatiously to the Cypriots: 'They were people,' he picturesquely remarks, 'who keep their neighbours as it were in a pan over a fire of trouble, and as a cook stirs the meat with a fork, so they keep them perpetually on the move with fresh forms of vexation'; and all this for the sake of gain.' Which is indeed what they did, and so far nothing could be expressed better, but the Cypriot writer could not get even a glimpse of the general commercial nature of the Crusade as it appeared to the merchants and shopkeepers of Italy, whose idea was no more than to exploit for their own advantage the rich possibilities of trade with the East, and in order to maintain the peaceful conditions needed for their trading enterprises were ready to help even the infidel government of the Saracens against the interests of their fellow Christians.


The infrequency of the typical annual entry separates Makhairas widely from the mere chroniclers and annalists, and indeed whatever are his deficiencies he has two marks of the true historian. Firstly, he has taken a clearly defined subject: this we have seen is the role of the Lusignan kings from the accession of the great knight Peter I in 1359 down to the disaster of the Saracen invasion and the carrying away into shameful captivity to Cairo of King Janus in 1426. He traces thus the history of the dynasty from its greatest glory to its decay in a tale of Decline and Fall. Although the final catastrophe when the last queen, Catarina Cornaro, was carried off by the Venetians into her honourable captivity at Asolo, did not occur until after his death, he might very well have rounded off his work with this captivity of Janus. Instead of this the book tails off with a few undigested scraps which, whether by Makhairas himself or not, show no traces of his special manner of handling. He seems to have known very well how to begin, but to have been very fumbling in bringing his work to a close. As the last entry is about eighty years after the presumed date of his birth, death may have interrupted his labours.


His second claim to be a serious historian is that he tells us so much about his sources of information. Some of these were written documents, though only one of them is now discoverable, and it certainly is not what he thought it to be. In narrating the early history of St. Helena and the Church in Cyprus, he tells us that he used the book written by St. Cypriac, the converted Jew who according to the legend assisted Helena to discover the True Cross. This is not at first sight a very promising reference, as the learned Bollandists tell us that the saint had no real existence. Yet by chance in the British Museum I came across a manuscript containing a series of extracts, apparently readings for use in monastic refectories, and among the pieces is a fragment which, allowing for the difference of dialect, is word for word with most of what Makhairas professes to have taken from the book of St. Cypric.


For matters occurring shortly before his own day Makhairas often tells us from whom he got his information. A certain Dame Louisa, for example, told him something of the love affairs of King Peter I: she was a serf of the Court of Kouklia, John de Morphou, who was the lover of the queen, and she 'knew about it perfectly'. It is plain that Makhairas had friends and informants in all classes of society, and took a delight in good stories, some of them mere gossip, some of them of real importance for the inner history of events. This pleasure seems very Greek: Herodotos had had the same feeling before him, though with all his pleasure in a story Herodotos was very much more of an historian, very much more aware of the unity and importance of his subject than we can think Makhairas was.


How much this love of stories inspired Makhairas we can see from his prologue, where he tells us plainly what he had in mind in writing. He wanted 'to make', 'to compose'--he does not use the word 'write'--a narrative about the well-beloved land of Cyprus. All things, he says, pass away, and men 'have for this reason a great desire to hear the old histories of the past, for so, learning of things that have gone by, they become more able to look wisely to the future'. This is his professedly more serious motive, much as in the French parallel I have already cited we read that a knowledge of events of old may console us, and after all we do not feel that all is in fact vanity.


Satur nos fay antiquos

Que no men say vantos.



But equally Makhairas wrote in order that all men might read, and so find pleasure in histories of old times. His aim, that is to say, double: edification and pleasure, pleasure coming first; these two in any case rather than any conscious philosophical search after truth. The difference between Makhairas and more serious, more important writers, lies in the balance between the two aims. Where his words show real gusto it is when he speaks with delight of his old stories. Deeper minds will put the more practical lessons of history first. Thus we read in the Discorsi of Machiavelli that the wise are wont to say that he who would forecast what is likely to happen should look to what has been, keeping particularly in view what may be observed of permanent in national characteristics. This line of thought, that the object of history is instruction in the art of politics, we meet with already in the pages of Thucydides.


Love of his country, the edification of his hearers and their pleasure, especially the third: if there are the mainsprings of Makhairas's book, they are also at the centre of a great deal of Greek narrative: of all folk-tales, of all the traditions of past events orally preserved, of all the lives of the saints and romantic poems like Erotokritos, which until the coming of the newspaper and the detective story were the common pleasure of the Greek people. Makhairas's book must be judged as a part of this picture, and it seems to me that the peculiarities of his writing may be explained by considering that the author lived among people who were accustomed to telling stories of all sorts and making comments on all they heard and told. Great events even of the quite recent past by being told repeatedly from one man to another tended to assume the fixed and finished rounded form which we sometimes find in Makhairas: something of the same sort happened, I understand, in Iceland in the years intervening between the actions recorded in the family sagas and their being actually written down in the form in which we have them.


Should we ask what kind of material Makhairas had before him when he came to put his book together, we may look at an abundant material for similar work gathered from the Greek people in quite recent years: stories of the past as they are now told. Not a few of the traditions gathered together in recent Greek books are of this sort. From Astypalaea there has lately come into my hands a series of traditional stories about a pirate who flourished in those seas and met his death in the island in the early nineteenth century; the stories were written down very much later and have clearly been a good deal improved. Again, a little while ago the Chian Spylianos Vios wrote down all the stories he could gather of the massacre in Chios in 1823, the tellers being people of the generation succeeding the event. Stories such as these Makhairas could have woven together to make in his special style a history of the avenging attack by the Turks on the island and the subsequent massacre. The comments of our supposed Makhairas would have been purely local: there would have been no account at all of the general policy of the Turkish Government towards its Christian subjects, and how it was liable at any moment to bring about such frightful events. Makhairas's comments are in fact always those of the common man; what he thinks of the events he narrates is always exactly what the ordinary Greek audience would think, of any deeper reading of the motive behind the actual doings there is no trace whatever.


A man who writes in this way from oral information, either from eyewitnesses or more often at second hand, is obviously at the mercy of his tradition. Even when the events are of his own time, he may or may not have been well informed; also he is not unlikely to have done something, perhaps much, to improve his story.


Here is a case in which he seems to have been informed of an event by one of the actual participants. A few years before the probable date of Makhairas's birth, the queen Eleanor, the widow of Peter I and mother of the then king Peter II, commonly called Perin, had a servant called Dimitrios Dianoti, who played a considerable part in carrying messages between the various parties concerned in the siege of Keryneia, then held against the Genoese by the king's uncle and successor, the constable James de Lusignan. The doings of this Dimitrios, his rides and his escapes, are given at such length and in such detail, with all the conversations, and indeed with everything to magnify the part of brave and clever servant which he played, that it seems almost certain that he must have been one of Makhairas's informants. Final touches may be the work of the historian, but the bulk of the story must come straight from the mouth of Dimitrios himself. In reading it we need only remember that, as it was he who had cast himself for the role of principal hero and actor, the actual part he played is not likely to have been quite so important as he makes out.


But when a story comes from before the time of the historian, the nature of tradition plays a considerable part in the final version. However honestly it may have been reported, a story is inevitably a good deal worked upon and embroidered as it is handed down from one speaker to another. Here is an example. Some twenty years or more before the birth of Makhairas there was at Famagusta a Nestorian merchant called Lakhas: this man was extremely wealthy and used to entertain the king and his knights in a most lordly and lavish manner. The house was heated by a fire, not of ordinary wood but of the wood of aloes, and for entertainment the knights were given heaps of jewels for which they scrambled. The story ends with a personal note. The author had himself known the sons of this rich merchant; they had fallen into poverty. One was a poor little fellow who was given his meals by the Knights of the Hospital, and in return he rang their bell; the other used to go round the villages peddling sweets. Here we have the natural trite comment of a storyteller on the impermanence of wealth and the vicissitudes of fortune.


Before this story could have been written down by Makhairas it must have been in circulation perhaps forty years or more; of this period of oral transmission it shows some very clear traces in some of its details, certainly not true but belonging to popular folk-lore and so easily added to improve the story. The house of the rich merchant was warmed, not with a fire of ordinary wood, but of the rare perfumed wood of aloes brought by Arab traders from the eastern parts of India. Now fantastic extravagance in firewood in folk-tales almost a stock subject; and we are at once reminded of the use of walnuts for kitchen fuel to indicate the lavish extravagance and free-handedness of the hero. This is a motive from the East and has found a place in the sagas both of Sigurd the Crusader and of Harald Hardratha, both of them Northmen who had visited Constantinople where the idea may have been picked up. The house of the merchant, too, was lighted not by lamps but by dishes of carbuncles, which when the torches were put out shone like burning coals. That carbuncles, whence their name, little coals, shone of their own light is a very common notion in folk-lore. On another occasion this Nestorian showed his wealth, we are told, by pounding up a stone of great price and scattering the powder on the food he was giving his guest, as though it had been merely spice; this is another fantastic touch of the same sort. In all such incidents we must see reminiscence and traditions of the life and doings of the wealthy man, accumulating details from popular notions and here as the story passed from mouth to mouth in the years before the time came for Makhairas to write it down. In the story of Dimitrios Daniel coming direct from the actor to the writer there is nothing at all of any such fantastic embroideries on the plain theme.


Another example may be given of a story and how Makhairas comments on it. He has to tell of a certain Thibald, the Turcopelier of Cyprus, who after rendering King Peter II very notable service against the Genoese, fell into disgrace and was at last grievously put to death, somewhat against the young king's will. But no royal feelings of mercy could prevail against the influence of his mother, the Queen Eleanor, who, at least as it was scandalously reported, had been scorned and rejected by the handsome Thibald. Makhairas tells the story with the greatest vividness and at the end has two comments. Of Queen Eleanor he says that a woman's love is a ladder and one false step leads to a disastrous fall; if she loves a man she practises a thousand wicked wiles to make him love her, and right in the midst of them, lo, she brings the man to his death. And if she hates, she tries to get rid of him, and nothing will stop her. In all this we hear the voice of the medieval satirist on women; and the author goes on to point his remarks by likening the woman to a she-bear, in which matter he follows Aristotle and Brunetto Latini, perhaps not entirely forgetting the prophet Elisha.


And here is his other comment on this story. Thibald had put his trust too much in his own wit and had allowed himself to be so much uplifted by worldly pride that he had deserted the orthodox faith of his fathers and become a Latin Catholic: he had left the Church of his country and for worldly motives had joined that of the Frankish kings and the feudal rulers of Cyprus. The book was written for people very far from any fanaticism in such matters, but this seemed to Makhairas an unimpeachable thing to do: he was ready to grant that the Roman faith was based on the tradition of the Apostle St. Peter, but the Greek Orthodox Church was, he maintained, an independent church of its own: how was a man justified in leaving the one and adhering to the other for mere secular expediency? The comment is neither theological nor heresy, but it is eminently natural, and what any of his friends would have felt in such a matter: one religion was indeed that of the Frankish lords whom he so wholeheartedly admired, but after all the other was his own, and that into which Thibald had been baptized.


We get a very clear glimpse of the story-teller in Makhairas's habitual use of dialogue and direct speech to carry on his narratives: we seem to be listening to a man with a power of dramatic mimicry telling his tale in the most effective way he can. This use of dialogue is a marked feature of the Greek folk-tale at its best, and it was indeed this trait that first led me to the idea that the work of Makhairas rests on a background of popular storytelling. In recent years a collection of stories from the Dodekanese has come my way, collected there some forty years ago for Dr. Kouse, and these make use of dialogue exactly in the way Makhairas does. The majority of the Greek tales as we have them are, it must be admitted, very much less cogent than these in the Kouse collection, but this is, I think, because they have been recorded from very much less skilful narrators. For indeed we know that in fact in recent years the art has fallen into decadence: stories are no longer told by men as well as by women, and for grown-up audiences. The art has survived only for the amusement of children, and the stories in most of our collections seem to me to preserve not much more than the bare thread of the story; and to have lost the grace and vividness of manner which bring the Kouse collection and Makhairas so very close together.


This connection with popular story-telling becomes still clearer when we look at the style of Makhairas's writing. Neither of the two has any trace of periodic style, which is indeed hardly possible in a language from which the participles have almost entirely disappeared: to mark relative time we have only a very restricted use of the present participle. The result is a loose style as nearly as possible without subordinate clauses; everything is done by a series of main verbs; it may be called almost parataxis run mad. And one result is that the narrator has to be perpetually changing the subject of this series of verbs: this is indeed the main difficulty in reading Makhairas, and it is the same difficulty we find in reading an ordinary modern Greek folk-tale or even in listening to a story told in the common speech. Perhaps an example will be useful: here is a good one. The meaning is: 'They put men to the torture so that they confessed their riches and in this way they were able to rob them.' So one must translate, but the Greek is literally: 'They put men to the torture, and they confessed their riches, and they robbed them.' The facts follow one another in a string, unrelated except as a sequence in time. It need hardly be said that the only way to read this kind of Greek is to read it aloud and try to feel that one is listening to a man telling a story. The subject being generally omitted, at times such a style is extremely ambiguous, and the reader has to choose the meaning demanded by the general situation.


There are, however, passages in which Makhairas rises to a higher level than that of a mere teller of stories, seeing and emphasizing the connexion of events in a way that produces a tragic effect of inevitability. The best example perhaps is his account of the killing of king Peter I in 1369 and of the events which led up to it. Peter I was the most attractive and interesting of all the Lusignan kings; he founded the Order of the Sword; he even came to this country to preach a fresh crusade. To the horror of Europe this great man, so conspicuous a figure in the struggle against the Moslems, was in 1369 murdered, certainly by the lords of his kingdom, actually it was believed by the help of his two brothers: killed in his bed. But the real story in its fullness we are told only by Makhairas: how the trouble all arose from a series of personal domestic quarrels, in which the king allowed himself to be involved. Makhairas derived his knowledge of the private and domestic facts of the matter largely from the servants of the persons most concerned, the De Giblets and the family of John Visconti.


The king, though romantically and even extravagantly devoted to his wife Eleanor, yet had two mistresses. Makhairas says: 'And if anyone says, seeing that he had such love for her, how was it that he had two mistresses? This he did on account of his great sensuality because he was a young man.' Eleanor countered this by taking as a lover John de Morphou, the Count of Edessa; she also grossly ill-treated her unfortunate rivals. When the king went abroad, he left in charge of his household a certain knight, John Visconti, and this knight thought it his duty to inform the king of what was happening. In this emergency the Count of Edessa bribed the king's mistresses to keep silent about his own intrigue with the queen, and the unfortunate Visconti was charged with writing a false and scurrilous letter to the king, defaming the queen. In this way appearances were saved and the unfortunate Visconti was put into prison, and for still greater security left to perish in his dungeon of starvation. The lords said among themselves: 'It is a lesser evil that a knight should die, than that great trouble and scandal should come to Cyprus.'


Though Makhairas does not draw any moral explicitly, it is fairly plain from his arrangement of the story and his general tone that he regarded this wicked act as a thing for which the lords had to answer by the troubles which the quarrel with the king brought upon them and upon the whole country.


But the king had far too much native sense to believe the story which had been cooked up for his benefit, and he became more and more irritated against the knights of his court; his resentment led him to violate feudal customs, and what was even worse to insult grossly the wives and the daughters of the knights. And so the time came, as our writer puts it, for 'the reaping of the ears of the corn of hatred sown in Cyprus'. First the king built a great tower with the idea of shutting up in it all the knights whom he hated, and with them his two brothers: then he would kill them all. This plan failed. The next vent for his ill-humour was a quarrel with one of his knights, James de Giblet, about a leash of greyhounds: the king wanted them for his son; the knight refused to give them up as his son wanted them. 'The king, he said, must be taking me for a fool that I should take away what is my own boy's pleasure for his boy to have it'; and in any case there was no difficulty in getting all the dogs he needed from Turkey. The king retaliated by ill-treating De Giblet's children; his daughter he tried to force into an unworthy marriage by an improper application of the feudal law on the marriage of heiresses, and finally he even had her tortured. Again we are told that the devil was the father of yet more trouble. The knights and the king's brothers tried to patch up these quarrels, but in vain. The tree of hatred, as Makhairas puts it, playing the part of chorus to the tragedy, had begun to grow.


Then we have a long account of the speeches and letters which passed between the lords and the king. Men hoped that agreement might at last be reached, and on the night of Tuesday 16 January the king's two brothers, the Prince of Galilee and the constable James, had their suppers, well-pleased at the point to which the negotiations had come, for they were most unwilling to proceed to extremes against their king and brother. But matters had gone too far; the tree of hatred had rooted too deeply, and when the two brothers had gone to sleep 'the time came when the Enemy should gather in the fruits which he had sown in their hearts, namely that they should kill the king'; and the lords resolved to take the two brothers with them in order to force them into at least a seeming compliance with the deed.


Of that same evening we are told an intentionally tragi-comic anecdote to point the situation, and to show us how the king had been worn out by his nervous irritation, and not only against the knights, but against everyone in contact with him. At the royal supper asparagus was served; the servant had no oil for sauce, and the shops by then were shut. The king burst out into a passion; he threw his steward into prison and swore that in the morning he would have his head.


So all was ready for the end. Very early on the Wednesday the knights and the king's brothers came to the royal lodging; the king was in bed; they woke him up; without the brothers coming into his room at all, the knights killed him with their swords. As he was dying Sir John Gorap the steward, whose life had been threatened in the dispute about the asparagus, drew his sword and cut off his head, saying: 'You wished to cut off my head; now I will cut off yours, and your threat shall fall on your own self.' Then after the actual killing comes the last touch; tragic but like the asparagus anecdote of a grim humour. One of the lords had stayed outside the room, for he could not screw himself up to take an actual part when 'all the lords laid their swords upon the king according to their oath', but when the king lay dead, this man too came in and mutilated the body in a shameful way, not to seem to be out of the matter. In this way Makhairas ends the tragic story with a touch of very human baseness. It is a delicate touch that the man who found it in his heart so to insult the fallen king is not named.


In this part of the narrative we may, I think, see the mere story-teller passing into the historian. In dealing with such an event Makhairas is particularly at home because of its personal character; his lack of any wider outlook is here no handicap, and the action was so shortly before his own day that he is able to get a very clear idea of the part played by all the chief actors. His recurring remarks about the reaping of the ears of hatred, the devil being the father of yet more trouble, and the growth of the tree of hate, are his way of showing his awareness of the tragic sequence of events, made inevitable by the irregular passions and growing irritability of the king, by his defiance of feudal law and custom, and by the resentment of the outraged knights. Makhairas loves and to some extent admires the king, but he knows all through that in this quarrel the knights were in the right.


Historically, Makhairas brings us a welcome explanation of an event that was in the West much misunderstood. To Froissart the killing of the king was the act of his brother James the constable, bribed by the Moslems to put out of the way so redoubtable a champion of the Christian faith in the East. But I need not labour a point that has been so well discussed by Mas Latrie in his preface to Machaut's Prise d'Alexandrie.


Time may be found for one more example in detail of Makhairas's power of telling his story in a connected and intentionally dramatic manner. The last great event in his book is the invasion of Cyprus by the Moslems of Egypt and the carrying away of the king into captivity, the death-blow to the Lusignan dynasty, at which he might well have laid down his pen. With great folly the Cypriots had irritated the Moslems by providing the numerous pirates with a market for the spoils which they carried off from Syria and Egypt, and to all remonstrances they responded by flat defiance. The Sultan of Cairo invaded the island, and complete defeat and disaster followed. Makhairas points the situation by prefacing his account of the invasion with two significant stories to emphasize his sense of their folly.


First we hear of a Moslem sheikh of Damascus who was a personal admirer of King Janus, and wanted like a kindly father to save him from this rash act of folly, even though in thus warning him he should seem to separate the interests of his own faith and his own master the sultan. He therefore sent his son to warn the king, and if the king did not believe what he said, why, then let him send for the parchment called the Aleppo Mousal and he would see for himself how wide and great the dominions of the sultan were in comparison with Cyprus, a mere rock, planted in the midst of the sea. But the king refused even to see the son of the sheikh; his courtiers were so infatuated as to insist that if he did he would be in danger of the magic arts of the infidels. So the sheikh to his great sorrow was unsuccessful in his attempt to save Janus: it must, he said, 'without doubt be the will of God that he shall abide under the lordship of my lord the Sultan, and that he and his country shall be slaves of my lord because of their pride'.


The same story is found in the Chronicle of Monstrelet, but what is very remarkable is that there it is given quite a different turn. The dominant warning against pride and folly of which Makhairas makes such a point is entirely absent. Instead we are told that the sheikh at the beginning was blaming the sultan for threatening such a war; then he sent to the king of Cyprus to see if it would be possible to keep the peace. Then when this was refused, the sheikh was not in any way sorry, but turned round and in a pique pressed the sultan to open hostilities.


The story of the sheikh was clearly current: it is not unlikely that Monstrelet's version is the more factually correct, but in his hands it has no special point; Makhairas adopts it in the dramatic form in which it appears also in the rather later chronicles of Amadi and Florio Bustron. These writers often use the same materials as Makhairas, though the exact relation between the three is not very plain. Makhairas illustrates his sense of the dramatic situation of Cyprus at the opening of this fatal war by yet another story. A pious boy of Alexandria called George determined to go on pilgrimage to Jerusalem; his mother was reluctant, but he pressed her and they set out together. On their way they came to a spring, and there they determined to rest awhile. Then a great snake appeared and went up the tree that overshadowed the spring. The boy was frightened, but with his bow and arrow he killed the snake. Although we are not told that the snake bit him, the boy then found himself paralysed. In a vision he saw three handsome knights, and they cured him. The knights appeared a second time and told him that they were going away and leaving Cyprus to its fate, because the men there did not put their trust in God, but hoped in their own weapons. This story is half popular hagiography, half folk-lore; in folk-tales the rest by the well and the appearance and killing of the snake are almost a commonplace; and from hagiography it is plain that the three knights are three of the warrior saints so popular in Greece. As the boy was called George, one of them must have been St. George, a saint particularly kind to travellers. Another one was probably St. Dimitrios, also a warrior, and the third, one of the two St. Theodores, St. Theodore Stratelates or St. Theodore Tyron. They cured the boy by laying hold of his hands and his feet and stretching him as if to cure a dislocated joint; this method of cure is found in a Coptic legend of the miracles of St. George.


I have chosen these passages because they show well Makhairas's feeling for the order and the interconnexion of events, with even a certain rudimentary idea of causation; at the same time they bring home to us his very close adherence to the popular oral methods of story-telling. What is really notable about him is that he should have had the impulse to take a fresh line by writing down what was primarily to him a set of old stories, pleasant to those who take delight, as he says, in such things. To his service as an author he turned the skill he had in his own language as a narrator, and his instinct for form and order led him to be not a mere chronicler or story writer, but to be, however limited his outlook, a real historian, although always of his own special kind.


The story-telling character of much of Herodotos is of course obvious, and he was the Father of History, the earliest to survive of a long line of writers. Nearly two thousand years later Makhairas felt the same inspiration, and drew in the same way from oral sources. His world was of course smaller, the range of his interests incomparably narrower; Herodotos and Thucydides can be made the text of the most deep-seated discussions on the nature and the possibilities of historical writing, a sphere in which Makhairas can hardly be mentioned. Herodotos, it has been said, wrote under the influence of the epic, and Thucydides under that of the tragic drama: Makhairas's inspiration goes hardly higher than the instincts of curiosity and the desire for pastime and amusement satisfied by popular story-telling and folk-tales. Yet though Makhairas's subject was purely local and has but little of the epic range and importance of which his great predecessors were so fully conscious, with Herodotos he has undoubtedly something in common. Each, however, was of his age: Herodotos was of the great age of Greece; Makhairas was a Greek of a smaller, less important world, but he too lived among people who delighted, like their ancestors, in talk and in local stories. And all this matter our author thought should not be lost. So he wrote his book in the spirit of the author of a late saga who gives as his motive for writing: 'If men desire to hear tales of old, tales seldom heard, then it is better that these tales be written down, for in this way they will be slower in falling from the memories of men.' This was the spring of Makhairas's work: he was no outstanding figure; the main difference between him and those for whom he wrote was that while he was doing work which almost anyone of them in his degree might have done, Makhairas was doing it incomparably better than it is likely any of his contemporaries could have, and, at least in the Greek world, perhaps better than anyone else has ever done it.
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