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Praise for Cypria


‘Engaging, vigorous and at times passionate... Christofi offers a personal account as well as a carefully-annotated history. Rich in curious information.’

David Abulafia, Times Literary Supplement

‘From ancient myth to modern militarism, a brilliant exploration of Cyprus’s long history of cultural resilience. Superbly composed.’

Steven Poole, Guardian

‘A remarkable book about a beautiful island that has lain in the path of every Mediterranean storm. Christofi is a witty and elegant guide to Cyprus’s history.’

Literary Review

‘In this finely crafted new history of Cyprus, Christofi tells a remarkable story of an island where Christian and Arab cultures meet at a crossroads of empires, British, Ottoman, Byzantine, Roman and Egyptian. A lyrical account of a divided place that is in a way a microcosm of the European 20th century, but with olive trees.’

The New European

‘In poetic prose, Cypria tells a wide-ranging national story. Christofi makes a compelling case for Cyprus as a uniquely clear vantage point from which to view the birth of the modern world.’

Pippa Bailey, New Statesman

‘In this beautifully-written book, Alex Christofi tells of the contradictions that make Cyprus so fascinating, an island as ageless as its olive trees and contestations over its historical memory.’

Marc David Baer, author of The Ottomans

‘Christofi sees Cyprus from both the inside and outside, as a returnee and a traveller. The result is a modern, original book that reinvigorates writing about place in an arresting, lucid, and connected way. It puts the island back in the middle of the map, brought to life in Christofi’s always beautiful, erudite prose.’

Sophy Roberts, author of The Lost Pianos of Siberia

‘Clear, erudite and wonderfully affable, Christofi’s ability to fuse his own family’s relationship to Cyprus with that of its wider history, makes Cypria a necessary and illuminating read. Warm, poised and informative, Christofi’s reach is expansive, bringing Cyprus into sharper focus without jettisoning or shying away from complex and sometimes unpleasant aspects of its recent past.’

Anthony Anaxagorou, author of After the Formalities

‘This beautifully-written book is a delight from start to finish, with gems on every page. Alex Christofi is a fond yet even-handed guide to Cyprus. If you have never been this book will make you want to go.’

James Barr, author of Lords of the Desert

‘Alex Christofi’s new book offers readers a thoughtful, unexpected look at Cyprus’s history.’

Inside Hook’s Ten Books You Should Be Reading This July [2024]

‘[Alex Christofi] brings a novelist’s eye to the subject, and a turn of phrase to leave the academic historians in the dust... It’s a book that has the unmistakable whiff of a quality piece of publishing and has clearly been a labour of love.’

Neill Denny, BookBrunch

‘Cypria is an impressively wide-ranging history of a fascinating island, written with a grace and lightness of touch that still manages to convey much of the bitterness of Cyprus’s recent past. It is a book to be enjoyed on a hot summer’s day…but also to be pondered when darker nights draw in.’

The Critic 

‘An engaging portrait of Cyprus’s variegated and sometimes troubled past.’

Country & Town House
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We came from the south, spun from forty sperm blaming the Achaeans or the scimitar.

Anthony Anaxagorou, ‘Four Small Indiscretions’, from After the Formalities (2019)

My Greek and Turkish Cypriot brothers! You are people of the same beautiful island! Free your island from the British yoke.

Nâzım Hikmet, Hürsöz (28 August 1951)

But that is what islands are for; they are places where different destinies can meet and intersect in the full isolation of time.

Lawrence Durrell, Bitter Lemons (1957)
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Map of Cyprus
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Timeline

BC




	~10,000

	Humans arrive, killing all other large mammals




	~7000

	A permanent settlement is established at Khirokitia




	~1700

	The rise of Alashiya as a major copper trader




	~1275–05 

	The Battles of Alashiya against the Hittites, the first recorded sea battles




	1177

	The Bronze Age collapse is largely complete and the Mycenaean presence is established on the island




	709

	Sargon II of Assyria erects a stele in Kition boasting that the seven kings of Cyprus pay him tribute1




	569

	Amasis II of Egypt exacts tribute from Cyprus




	525

	Cyprus allies with Achaemenid Persia




	390

	King Evagoras I of Salamis seizes control of most of the island, but is subsequently made a vassal of Persia




	333

	The Cypriot kings ally with Alexander (the Great) of Macedon, assisting in the siege of Tyre




	310

	Ptolemy I of Egypt conquers Cyprus




	58

	Cyprus is annexed to the Roman Republic




	47

	Julius Caesar gifts the island to Cleopatra




	31

	Octavian takes it back after the Battle of Actium







AD




	~45

	The Apostles Paul and Barnabas convert Roman proconsul Sergius Paulus to Christianity and blind his magician




	116

	A major Jewish uprising is suppressed




	327

	Helena of Constantinople founds the monasteries of Stavrovouni and St Nicholas of the Cats




	431

	The Cypriot Church asserts its independence at the Council of Ephesus




	478

	The Church of Cyprus is officially recognised as autocephalous by Emperor Zeno




	649

	Arab Muslims under Muawiya I conquer Salamis (now called Constantia), establishing the first Muslim presence




	688

	Eastern Roman Emperor Justinian II and Caliph Abd al-Malik sign an unprecedented treaty agreeing to share Cyprus as a condominium




	965

	Nicephoros II Phokas incorporates Cyprus into Byzantium




	1185

	Isaac Komnenos declares himself Emperor of Cyprus




	1191

	Richard I (Lionheart) defeats Isaac and retrieves his kidnapped fiancée




	1191

	Richard sells Cyprus to the Knights Templar




	1192

	The Knights Templar return the island, and Richard sells it instead to Guy de Lusignan




	1373

	The Genoese annex Famagusta




	1426

	Following the Battle of Khirokitia, the Kingdom of Cyprus and Jerusalem is made a vassal of Mamluk Egypt




	1464

	James II of Cyprus expels the Genoese




	1489

	Caterina Cornaro, the last Queen of Cyprus, reluctantly bestows Cyprus on the Republic of Venice




	1570

	The Ottomans under Lala Mustafa Pasha lay siege to Cyprus




	1571

	The fall of Famagusta prompts Christendom to form the Holy League, confronting the Ottoman fleet at the Battle of Lepanto




	1821

	Archbishop Kyprianos is hanged along with hundreds of others in response to the Greek War of Independence




	1878

	British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli agrees a secret deal with Ottoman Sultan Abdul Hamid II (the Damned) to administer Cyprus in return for defending the Porte against Russia




	1914

	Following the outbreak of the First World War, Britain formally annexes Cyprus




	1931

	Government House is burned down in an uprising for ‘enosis’ (union with Greece)




	1955

	Greek Cypriot paramilitaries declare a violent enosis campaign (referred to by the British administration as the ‘Cyprus Emergency’)




	1960

	The Republic of Cyprus is declared, its nominal independence guaranteed by Britain, Greece and Turkey




	1963

	Power-sharing breaks down, resulting in intercommunal violence




	1974

	Greek fascists depose the elected President Makarios in a coup, prompting Turkey to invade from the north; the third guarantor power, Britain, does not intervene




	1983

	Unilateral declaration of the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC), its statehood recognised only by Turkey




	2004   

	Turkish Cypriots vote in favour of the Annan Plan for a federal United Republic of Cyprus, whereas Greek Cypriots vote against. The Republic of Cyprus then joins the EU, while the membership of the north remains suspended







Notes



	1 One of Sargon’s successors, Esarhaddon (680–669 bc), writes of ten kingdoms. 







Introduction
The City and the City

[image: A bustling courtyard with people sitting at tables and walking around.]
I make my way down Ledra Street in Nicosia, soaking up the energy of the sun, past green plastic mermaids and a giant M made of French fries. Tour groups stop to take photos, while young people chat at tables with their frappés. All over the city, the walls talk: a sticker proclaims ‘I don’t forget’, the island’s famous outline dripping blood from its north; in the main square, ANTIFA has been crossed out in blue and overwritten with a crosshair symbol; closer to the checkpoint, you can see FIGHT RACISM, and someone has graffitied a tick of the kind associated with Nike, goddess of victory, with RIOT written above it (that one’s been there for ten years). The political and the everyday, classical and modern. The distinction is blurred in Cyprus: you might travel back fifty years from one end of a street to the other.

I keep on down the hill, past cool colonial-era balconies where shadows curse the sun. Old men sit on benches worrying their beads, leaning on walking sticks, talking. Siestas aren’t for them any more; they don’t feel like having sex, and sleep reminds them of what they have coming. Nearby, there is a plaster statue of a mouflon, ancient beast of the mountains; racks of postcards and evil eyes; imitation terracotta pots; backgammon sets. Old men and women sell balloons depicting Mickey Mouse, Dalmatians, hearts, Peppa Pig and Spongebob. What I am looking for comes into view, down at the end of the street. There it is: just past the bench beneath the mosaic that reads, PEACE.

We arrive at a line of plant pots and a low coffee table with pamphlets and maps, next to Ledra Street police station. There is a sign in Greek, Turkish and English warning that the crossing of counterfeit or pirated goods is prohibited, and another stating that visitors must apply to ‘immigration control’. It is a strange paradox to be departing your own country, arriving in your own country, having never left. I follow a line of stanchions to a little booth, as if buying a ticket to the cinema, and hand over one of my passports, the one that says I’m British. I’m given a stamped piece of paper by the uniformed man. I continue on through the de-militarised zone towards what some call the occupied region, or northern Cyprus, and others call the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus. In the buffer zone next to the Turkish Cypriot booth, near a poster for missing people, some brave soul has hastily scrawled, in foot-high letters on the wall, ONE CYPRUS. There have been three dreams of modern Cyprus. One was enosis, or union with Greece. The second was taksim, or partition. The third was that Cyprus would be united and whole.

On the other side of the crossing, I am now in Lefkoşa. It is the same city; it is a different city.* Many have said that both things can’t be true at once – they have shed blood over it – and yet here we are. Under the sun shades, there are narrow streets with cafe tables, shops with carousels full of leather bags, jewellery, bright clothes and lace. Someone is wheeling a barrow of fresh watermelon. A few hundred paces away is the old caravanserai, where Greek and Turkish Cypriots have met every Saturday since the crossing opened almost 20 years ago to enjoy each other’s company. When a new UN special representative was appointed in 2022, he came to the Büyük Han Coffee Club to say hi, and the group gave him a toy donkey, to remind him that in Cyprus, what you need most is patience.1

This is the last physically divided capital in the world.† This land, where I am standing, has meant too much to too many people. Tradition has it that the site of the Delphic oracle was the omphalos, the belly button of the world, but to me that has always been Cyprus, thrown up in the middle of the sea at the meeting point of three continents; an island that only exists in the tension between the Eurasian, Arabian and African tectonic plates. The Cyprus Arc now sits, just about, on the African plate, where the last drops of life-giving lava flowed. It now connects the three continents umbilically as a major hub for undersea fibre-optic cables, a nerve-centre of the modern age. It is a crossroads, its identity ambiguous, contested – the only EU member that the UN places in Asia.

In 1880, when the British had just taken control of the island, the German archaeologist Gustav Hirschfeld wrote, ‘He who would become and remain a great power in the East must hold Cyprus in his hand. That this is true, is proved by the history of the world during the last three and a half millennia, from the time of Thutmose III of Egypt.’2 Where else could you stand in the world and tell the local story both of the first Christian evangelists and the first Arab conquerors? The birth of the alphabet as it headed west and the Crusades as they went east? Without moving from this spot, you could relate some of the major themes that have overshadowed the last hundred years of global history: the competing ideologies of fascism and communism; the breakdown of the distinction between military and civilian targets; the end of the age of empires; and Britain’s policy, as I argue, of ‘divide and run’.

The fertile island’s first inhabitants were ideally placed to benefit from the ‘cradle of civilisation’ running from Egypt across to Mesopotamia, and much of our early history is still being written, from the mysterious, undeciphered Cypro-Minoan script to the great forgotten kingdom of Alashiya. But we must not be lazy with our use of the term ‘civilisation’. As the anthropologist Matthew Engelke points out, ‘It is used today in ways that often suggest superiority in nearly every sense – technological, moral and ethical.’ He argues that the idea of civilisation ‘animated the early days of anthropology and underwrote the case for European colonialism’.3 And while Cyprus was a key part of the foundational culture that helped justify the ‘civilising mission’ of European powers, it was also made subject of that mission, having first been settled, occupied or conquered by successive waves of Mycenaeans, Phoenicians, Assyrians, Persians, Egyptians, Romans, Umayyads, Abbasids, Byzantines, English Crusaders, Templars (for one year), French Lusignans, Venetians, Ottomans and again the British.
 
In the second half of the twentieth century, the island became nominally independent for fourteen brief, turbulent years, but even its independence was subject to the guarantee of three rival powers, each of which had separate designs on the island. One of these powers attempted a coup in 1974, prompting another to invade, dividing north from south for the first time in its history. At the time of writing, we are approaching an unhappy anniversary: in summer 2024, the so-called Green Line separating the two will have been in place for fifty years.

I have long wanted to tell the story of Cyprus. Its story is peopled with fascinating characters, from the primordial goddess who came to be known as Aphrodite to the French poet Arthur Rimbaud and the English novelist Lawrence Durrell, a young foreign minister named Winston Churchill and an old guerrilla commander with the codename of Digenis, a mythical Byzantine hero. The island is full of stories. But I won’t deny how much Cyprus means to me personally.

For the last few years, I have mainly written at the London Library. Every Friday (my writing day), I would sit in a sagging burgundy Chesterfield in the main reading room, a book on my lap. In idle moments, I’d look out of the window at the giant flag of Cyprus directly in my eyeline (by historical accident, the embassy is wedged into the same corner of St James’s Square, next to Chatham House). I would think that I should really get around to writing about Cyprus. The problem was that I had too much to say – it seemed impossible to hold the outline of a book in my mind.

The breakthrough came, as they often do, when I was doing something completely unrelated. Travelling in Japan in late spring 2019, I stopped at a museum to see an exhibition of prints by Katsushika Hokusai. Here, for the first time, I saw the full series of his masterpiece, Thirty-Six Views of Mount Fuji, as well as its sequel, One Hundred Views of Mount Fuji. I had tried to photograph Mount Fuji multiple times on my trip, but I could never seem to capture it in my viewfinder – it was too cloudy, or another mountain was in the way, or I was too close up to make visual sense of its gentle gradient. Here, though, through the frame of Hokusai’s series, I saw something extraordinary.

For the first time I noticed the unmistakeable presence of Mount Fuji in his most famous artwork, The Great Wave off Kanagawa. The foamy crests of the wave in the foreground perfectly mirrored the snowy peak far off in the background, the dark mountainside and the slope of the wave both coloured in that deep Prussian blue that was so novel and expensive in Japan at the time. I must have looked at the picture dozens of times, yet I had never noticed Mount Fuji before. It was like an optical illusion. And the estrangement, the obliqueness of the view, made me see it now with a hyperreal clarity. Here, across these thirty-six pictures, were views of Fuji alone against the sky, red and almost volcanic; peeking out under a bridge; emerging from an ethereal mist; unnoticed by weary travellers; ignored by mill workers; the crowning glory of a lake view; picturesque and toylike through a window; looking down on the flight of cranes.

To capture a subject that loomed as large in my imagination as Fuji did for Hokusai, I realised, I must give up on describing the whole. There is no definitive view of a mountain; there are only faces, aspects. What do I see when I think of Cyprus? Sea foam. Olives. Shipwrecks. Shells. Stray cats. A monastery on a mountain. A mosque at the edge of a salt lake. I began with simple colours – sea blue, olive green, royal purple – and each new layer added some new complexity. As I started





Notes



	* It is the same across the island: Kyrenia is Girne; Famagusta is Arsinoe, Famagouste, Ammochostos, Mağusa; Larnaca is Kition; Paphos is Baf. 



	† The phrase ‘last divided capital’ is used loosely in the media, though Jerusalem remains disputed. According to the UN: ‘Israel, which annexed East Jerusalem in 1980, considers that “Jerusalem, whole and united, is the capital of Israel” . . . [it maintains] de facto control on the ground . . . [but the international community] rejects the acquisition of territory by war and considers any changes on the ground illegal and invalid.’ See The Status of Jerusalem (United Nations, 1997). 
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[image: An ancient stone sculpture resembling a stylized human figure with a rounded body and narrow neck.]

Cyprus has a rich history of different belief systems. Some of the earliest sacred objects, such as the 5,000 year old Lady of Lemba, appear to worship a great goddess.



 


[image: Two swans are swimming in a body of water with a distant town skyline at sunset.]

The Prophet Muhammad’s aunt, Umm Haram, was buried at Hala Sultan Tekke in Larnaca.



 


[image: A painting depicts Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead, surrounded by a group of people in ancient attire.]

Lazarus, raised from the dead by Jesus, lived out the rest of his life in Cyprus.




[image: A bust of Zeno of Kition, founder of Stoic philosophy.]

The influential Stoic school of philosophy was founded by a Phoenician Cypriot, Zeno of Kition.




 


[image: Two cats sit on a stone wall at St Nicholas of the Cats, a historic site with a monastery founded by Helena of Constantinople.]

Two cats greet us at St Nicholas of the Cats, site of a monastery founded by Helena of Constantinople. The world’s first pet cat was found at Shillourokambos nearby.



 


[image: A police car is parked near a building with a horse in the background.]

A feral donkey, having strayed into Kyrenia during the flooding, is apprehended by local police.



 


[image: A Turkish F 16 fighter jet flies low over Kyrenia Harbour, with buildings and boats visible below.]

A Turkish F-16 fighter jet flies low over Kyrenia Harbour.





 


[image: A historical map of the city of Nicaragua.]


[image: An illustration depicting the Battle of Lepanto with chaotic scenes of naval warfare, soldiers, and burning ships.]



Some of the Venetian fortifications of Nicosia and Famagusta still stand today, but could not protect the population indefinitely from the Ottoman siege of 1570–1, whose grisly climax led to the epic chaos of the Battle of Lepanto.



 


[image: An illustration of Camelot with a lone creature on horseback approaching the castle.]

Gustave Doré’s illustration of Camelot for Alfred Lord Tennyson’s Idylls of the King appears to be inspired by the real-life castle of St Hilarion, which is particularly associated with the Lusignan Kingdom of Cyprus and Jerusalem.



 


[image: A portrait of Catherine Cornaro, the last queen of Cyprus, wearing elaborate Renaissance attire.]

 The dynasty ended with Catherine Cornaro, the last queen of Cyprus, who was forced to cede the island to Venice. 



 




[image: A camp of the Grenadier Guards on Mount Troodos, Cyprus, with tents and soldiers.]

On arrival in the middle of summer 1878, the British quickly decided to establish an Indian-style hill station on Troodos.



 


[image: A Büyük Han or Great Khan of Nicosia, a historic building with arches and a dome, surrounded by vibrant flowers.]

The Büyük Han or Great Khan of Nicosia, a focal point of trade, cultural exchange and good coffee since Ottoman times.



 


[image: A burnt shell of the British Government House after the 1931 uprising for enosis.]

The burnt shell of the British Government House in the aftermath of the October 1931 uprising for enosis.



 


[image: A man sits beside a large statue in a cave.]

A handful of foreign officials have exercised a surprising influence over the island’s story. Luigi Palma di Cesnola looted, by his own account, the ‘whole history’ of the island, which he used to help found New York’s Metropolitan Museum.



 


[image: A portrait of Sir Garnet Wolseley, a distinguished military figure, wears a uniform adorned with numerous medals and decorations.]

Sir Garnet Wolseley was the very model of a modern Major General, establishing Cyprus as a base from which to defend Suez and the route to India. 



 


[image: A Lawrence Durrell with two sculptures.]

Lawrence Durrell was responsible for British government propaganda during the Cyprus Emergency.



 


[image: A building with a large wooden door and a for sale sign on the window.]

(Clockwise from top) Bitter Lemons, the house where Durrell wrote Justine;



 


[image: An illustration of the Ledra Palace Hotel in Nicosia, Cyprus, with a grand facade and lush surroundings.]

 The Ledra Palace Hotel, one of the grandest hotels in the Mediterranean;



 


[image: A portrait of Archbishop Makarios and George Grivas together after a ceasefire with the British is declared.]

Archbishop Makarios and George Grivas photographed together after a ceasefire with the British is declared;



 


[image: A group of soldiers and tourists in a lobby during the Turkish invasion.]

soldiers take a nap in the lobby of the Ledra Palace while trapped tourists sit around on chairs during the Turkish invasion.



 



[image: A run-down building with a for rent sign and two doors.]

An unlikely rental opportunity in north Nicosia, parts of which have not been renovated since 1974.



 


[image: A view of a beach with people relaxing and tall buildings in the background.]

At its height, Varosha was one of the most fashionable resorts in the world, a favourite of Elizabeth Taylor and the birthplace of ABBA.



 





[image: A young woman sits on the beach, gazing at the abandoned and crumbling hotels of Varosha.]

A young woman looks out across the abandoned and crumbling hotels of Varosha in the present day.



 



[image: A Bedrock Inn, a themed bar in Ayia Napa, features a stone facade with a dinosaur statue and dumpsters.]

‘Yaba Napa Doo’ – it’s the Bedrock Inn, one of dozens of themed bars in the clubbing capital of Ayia Napa. In recent years, some locals have come to question their reliance on what one official called ‘low quality’ tourism.



 


[image: A view of the golden onion domes of Cyprus first Russian Orthodox Church gleam among the farmers’ fields of Episkopeio, outside Nicosia.]

The golden onion dome of Cyprus’s first Russian Orthodox church gleams among the farmer’s fields of Episkopeio, outside Nicosia. The increasing Russian presence has led to Limassol being dubbed Moscow on the Med by the media.
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