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Abstract 

This thesis examines the role and motivations of the Greek moneyed 

aristocracy under Ottoman rule from the late seventeeth century ro the eve of 

the Greek Revolution. The ascendacy of the so-called Phanariots was a corollary 

of Ottoman vulnerability vis-a-vis the challenge of modern Europe, and Greek 

political reconciiiation with Ottoman power. As a result, a Greco-Ottoman 

political collaboration was formed that opened a vast field of action for the 

abilities of the Greeks. It is in the role of collaborators and vassals of the Porte 

that the Phanariots are remembered today. The complicated evolution of the 

situation of the Phanariots leading to the events of 1821, however, tells a 

different story, one of ambition either to build gradually a Greco-Turkish 

political condominium or to establish a sovereign multinational state of their 

own. 

Using primary and secondary sources from Greek, French, English and 

Romanian historiography, the thesis stresses the diverse character of the Greek 

aristocracy and attempts to dem~nstrate the three developing and interrelated 

dimensions of the Phanarint mind: Ottomanism, Byzantine Imperialism and 

Neo-Hellenism. Phanariot actions were based on the belief in the historical 

distinction of their "race" and the vision of a Greek imperial regeneration. Bct, 

also deeply aware of their status as Ottoman officials, they had chosen the path of 

reform through education and cooperation with the Ottoman government. 

This gradualist approach (along with their position) allowed them not 

m l y  to work for a f ~ t u r e  Helleno-Gttoinan partriership h i  also to undermine 

the empire in hnpes of replacing it with their own regime -preferably one that 

resembled the old Byzantiurn with important accretions of Russian absolutism 

and enlightened utilitarianism. Accordingly, the Phanariots had an anti- 



revolutionary tradition. They believed that a revolution would destroy the 

complex network of Greek influence within the empire, and thus would 

jeopardize the century old effort of Greco-Christian consolidation and the future 

hopes associated with it. Yet, their resentment as Greeks and Christians under 

Turkish and Muslim masters made them increasingly candidates for action 

against Turkish arbitrary power. More importantly, the r.ew found emphasis on 

Hellenism, in the late eighteenth century, infused into them a pride that, in 

time, would allow many among them to become revolutionaries. It is with these 

complex aspects of their history that the thesis deals. 
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In a letter, dated 28 February 1820, to John Capodistrias, the Tsar's joint 

foreign minister, the Russian ambassador in Constantinople baron 

Stroganov, while referring with sympathy to the Greek aspirations for 

freedom, made the following remark regarding the Greek Phanariot nobility: 

"They are almost foreigners to the rest of their compatriots. The two 

Principalities are the sole objective of their avidity, the only aureole to which 

they aspire".' 

This opinion about the Greeks of Phanar was quite widespread among 

their conternporaries.2 Yet, when the Greek revolution of 1821 broke out, of 

the Phanariots who held high offices at the time only the family of Aleco 

Sutzo justified the trust given to them by the Porte.3 The others were already 

members of the Greek secret revolutionary organization of Philiki Etairia 

whose leader was the son of a Phanariot ex-hospodar: Alexandre Ipsilanti. So, 

by 1821, many Phanariots when forced to chose between their golden 

servitude and liberty chose liberty. Captured either by the circumstances or by 

Etairist propaganda, they united with their c 3mpatriots in the struggle for the 

liberation of their nation. 

The above antithesis only hints at the complexity of the Phanariot 

question. The historiography concerning this Greek nobility is dominated by 

two conflicting judgements. The first, and until recently very influential, is 

that they were a thoroughly unscrupulous lot who lived by intrigue and 

obsequiousness, who cynically exploited the Danubian Principalities that they 



exerted a profound influence on the affairs of the Porte and were 

unconcerned with the real interests of their fellow-Greeks. 

The other judgement, which found few adherents until after the 

second world war, is that the Phanariots were imbued with the loftiest 

patriotism; that they civilized their subjects in the Danubian Principalities; 

and that they worked for the regeneration of the Greek people. 

Thus, the Phanariot question is a complicated one and understandably 

so since many of the accounts concerning the Greek aristocracy are written 

either in a polemical or a sentimental vein and, therefore, lack the calm 

objectivity required for such a task. Also, most discussions of the subject 

appear either in chapters length, a fact which implies a sketchy treatment, or 

in dispersed articles which tend to concentrate on a specific aspect of the 

Phanariot experience. As a result, we still lack a comprehensive study of the 

Phanariot question which in the words of Alexandre C. Stourdza "est 

beaucoup plus eompliqu6e qu' elle ne le parait le prime abordW.4 For these 

reasons, the purpose of this work is to explore the Phanariots' role and 

motivations within the Ottoman empire from their ascendacy as a political 

force in the 1680's to the eve of the Greek revolution of 1821. This inquiry 

will attempt to demonstrate that the Phanariot mentality had three 

developing but also interrelated dimensions: Ottomanism, Byzantine 

Imperialism, and Hellenism. In other words, the Phanariots' actions were 

based on the belief in the historical distinction of their "racc" and the vision 

of a Greek imperial regeneration. But they were also deeply aware of their 

status as Ottoman officials and most of them had chosen the path of reform 

through education and co-operation with the Ottoman government. This 

gradualist approach allowed them to believe in the future partnership with 

the Ottoman rulers. The Turkish internal decline, however, of the second 



half of the eighteenth century, permited them to dream, at the same time, of a 

new Ryzantium based on Russian absolutism, French enlightenment and 

Greek language and culture. Finally, their Neo-Hellenism prompted many 

among them to become revolutionaries when their plans failed and their 

expectations proved to be groundiess. 

The thesis will be divided into four parts. The first will cover the 

period from the Phanariots' appointment to the princely thrones of the 

Danubian Principalities to the Russo-Turkish wars of Catherine the Great. In 

this segment, utilizing mainly the Mavrocordato family as a model, we will 

deal with the Phanariots as Ottoman officials and therefore subjects of tne 

Ottoman system. Here we will endeavor to answer questions such as hcw 

powerful, and therefore responsible, they really were within their domains, 

and what principles and motivations governed their exercise of authority in 

this early period. In addition, their perception of their position towards their 

"race" and their masters will be examined. 

In the second part, which will cover approximately the same period, we 

will inquire into the character of Phanariot self-awareness prior to the 

Napoleonic years, and their relationship with ecclesiastic ecumenicity. Their 

neo-Byzantinism will be explained as well as their imperialist designs, which 

did not now include cooperation with the Turks but in which they viewed 

themselves as an enlightened nobility under the aegis of a Christizn emperor, 

preferably a Russian. 

The third part will be devoted to the Phanariot Hellenism and will 

cover mainly the second half of the eighteenth century. In this section, their 

early Hellenism will be discussed along with its connection to Orthodox 

Christianity and Western influence. Here we will attempt to answer 

questions regarding the Phanariot influence on Greek political self-awareness 



through education and literature. Particular emphasis will be placed on 

French cultural influences and the coming of Neo-Hellenism. Finally we will 

discuss the divergence of lay and ecclesiastical culture and its effect on the 

juxtaposition between ecurnenicity and Neo-Hellenism. 

The fourth and final part will cover the period of the French and 

Napoleonic Wars and the early years of Restoration. We will ask how the 

Phanariots were affected by French revolutionary thought and Great Power 

diplomacy, what their approach towards Greek emancipation was, and how 

and why post-Napoleonic international and internal developments turned 

many of them into revolutionaries? 

NOTES : 

1. A. Otetea, "La D6sagrkgation du R6gime Phanariote", Svmposium 
L'Epoaue Phanariote. ed. Institute for Balkan Studies (Thessaloniki, 
19741, p. 445. 

2. For negative views on the Phanariotes by contemporary writers see Mark 
Philip Zallony, Essai sur les Phanariotes (-Marseil, 1824), and William 
Wilkinson, An account of the Principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia 
(London, 1820). For a more condensed view see William Eton, A Survev 
of the Turkish Empire (London, 17991, pp. 351-4. 

3. In fact, Aleco Soutso died just before the revolution but until the end he 
had given all the evidence of a loyal Ottoman official. 

4. Alexandre A. C. Stourdza, L' Europe Orientale et la R6le Historique Des 
Mavrocordato 1660-1830, avec un Appendice contenant des Actes et 

~ .es  in&-Jits ( Paris, 1913), p . $2. 



The Ottoman Officials 

W e  conform to the prescription 
of the Gospel 'Render unto 
Caesar the things which are 
Caesar's'; it is not the custom 
of u s  Christians to confuse what 
is temporary and corruptible 
with what is divine and eternal. 

Alexandre Mavrocordato* 

In this chapter we will deal with the Phanariots as Ottoman officials 

and therefore as subjects to the Ottoman system of Imperial administration. 

Particular emphasis will be placed on their role as governors of the Danubian 

Principalities but also on their Ottomanism, namely their conformity to the 

Ottoman status quo and their aspirations regarding the future of the Greco- 

Turkish condominium. ,,.' 

The idea of Phanariot Ottomanism implies an almost contradictory set 

of values. On the one hand, the Phanariots as governors had little real power 

since as Ottoman officials they had constantly to be geared to the Ottoman 

system's requirements. On the other hand, the Phanariot elite occupied 

important positions in the Ottoman administration and fulfilled essential 

functions. If this appears contradictory, it is not. Ottoman absolutism was 

compatible with adventurous and opportunistic administrators, particularly 

if the Sultan was indolent and unwilling to deal with details. "From their 

first appearance the Turks", wrote Sir Charles Eliot, "displayed a strange 

power of collecting together apostates, renegades who had more ability than 
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moral qualities". 1 But in the final analysis, they were all subjected to the 

sligt..test whim of the Turkish sovereign, and there lies the essense of Turkish 

despotism.The Phanariots knew all too well that their very existence was 

dependent on their mefullness to their Ottoman masters. But they also knew 

that, together with the Church, they constituted one of the principal pillars of 

the Ottoman imperial structure and, as a result, the Greek segment of the 

empire played a part in the Ottoman administration. This Greek influence, 

due primarily to the mounting political pressure from the West, could 

increase gradually in political value as the only Ottoman element able to cope 

with the Europeans. Accordingly, it was natural for the Greek aristocracy to 

believe that the continuing cooperation with the Turks could, in the long 

run, develop into a form of a Greco-Turkish partnership. So, the first vision 

of the Phanariots was a gradual takeover of the empire by the Greeks through 

reform, education, and cooperation with the Muslim rulers. 

FROM MERCHANTS TO CIVIL SERVANTS 

After the second unsuccessful Ottoman siege of Vienna in 1683, the 

tide turned definitely against the Ottoman empire in the conflict between the 

Turks and the Christian world.2 As a result, from this time onward the 

Ottomans began to encounter formidable wmplications in the conduct of 

their foreign relations.3 No longer were they strong enough to dictate terms 

to their western adversaries. For the first time they had to carry on protracted 

and involved diplomatic negotiations. But they were not equipped to do this 

because hitherto they had regarded western languages and cultures as being 

unworthy of their attentiox4 Needing skilled diplomatists and 

administrators for the first time, the Ottomans found it necessary to employ 

!he services of those who had knowledge of foreign languages and customs. 



Under these circumstances the so-called Phanariots came to be employed by 

the Turkish state as imperial administrators. 

The Phanariots were a Greek moneyed nobility who had built their 

fortunes originally as merchants and bankers.5 Their name was derived 

from the Pb _.lar district of Constantirispie, where they lived. The Greek 

Church had established its headquarters there in 1601.6 Gradually the district 

became the preserve of Greek entrepreneurs as well as the Greek clergy. These 

Phanariot laymen were primarily merchants and businessmen who 

prospered greatly during the seventeenth century. They became bankers and 

imperial tax farmers, they rented the salt monopoly, undertook contract 

works, became purveyors to the Ottoman court and military, and gained 
7 control of the Black Sea wheat trade. These activities allowed them to enter 

into commercial relations with the western world and to acquire a first-hand 

knowledge of western manners, customs and languages.8 In addition, as 

managers of the ecumenical Patriarchate's affairs, they acquired a wide 

practice in and close understanding of Ottoman adrnini~tration.~ For these 

reasons, the Phanariots were allowed to enter the Ottoman bureaucracy 

where they gradually rose to the top-most ranks. In fact, the Ottoman empire 

invested them with the monopoly of four high offices of state which were 

key-positions in the new political situation. These four offices were the two 

"dragomanships" (the posts of interpreters of the Porte and the Fleet) and the 

hospodarships of the autonomous Principalities of Wallaehia and Moldavia. 

The two dragomanships were new creations, and largely coi-responded to the 

functions of secretaries of State for foreign affairs and for the nil-vy; the two 

hospodarships were 

hands. 10 

existing offices which were now placed in Phanariot 



HISTORIOGRAPHY AND PHANARIOT UNPOPULARITY 

From 1711 until the outbreak of the Greek revolution in 1821, the 

Phanariots were appointed as governors of the Danubian Principalities with 

the title of hospodars (princes). Before this date Wallachia and Moldavia had 

paid tribute to the Ottomans in return for recognition of their complete 

autonomy, including the right of the local boyars (nobles) to elect their own 

princes. This agreement prevailed until Tsar Peter the Great invaded 

Moldavia in 1710, and the reigning hospodar Demetrios Cantemir, went over 

to his side. This occurrence led the Porte to strengthen its control over the 

Principalities, which were now assuming a new strategic importance as 

bastions against the expanding Russian and Habsburg empires.ll Accordingly, 

knowledgable and trusted Phanariot administrators were appointed regularly 

as hospodars of the Principalities from 1711 to 1821.12 

The traditional view of this period of Phanariot reign in the 

Principalities is one of intellectual bankruptcy, unbridled corruption, gross 

exploitation of the land by foreign and native dignitaries, and a complete lack 

of political stability. This most unfavorable judgement resulted from an anti- 

Phanariot climate created by the travelling western writers of the eighteenth 

century and was rendered authoritative by Romanian histsriography in the 

nineteenth century. 

It started with the eighteenth century European interest in discovering 

the motives, stories, and customs of "small" and faraway people. As a result, 

a taste developed in western Europe for descriptive literature based on travels 

in "exotic" places. This development served not only to satisfy the curiosity of 

an increasingly romantic public, but also to inform European diplomatic 

agents on the social and economic conditions of the regions of the Ottoman 

empire which at the time were in a state of political flux. 



What came out of this sensational and amateurish literature was a 

complete new world, half European and half Middle Eastern, full of social 

conspiracies and exotic court ceremonies. In the "Observations" of De 

Peyssonnel, for example, the Phanariot princes were the "petits tyrans" who 

had resorted to the "plus criantes ex torsion^".^^ In his turn, E. De Bauer 

referred to the yoke that oppressed the Romanian people, the vanity of the 

Greek princes, and the plots of the Porte. "Les descendants des Romains sont 

devenus les esclaves d'un people barbare et jadis inconnu" notes Bauer 

refering apparently to the ~ u r k s . ' ~  Also, Charles Marie de Salabery asserted 

that "Le tr8ne est devenu la patrimoine des Grecs du Fanal(sic). I1 est le prix 

de leur hassesses et de leur intrigues. Rien n'6gale la perfidie de leur trames 

que la rapidite avec laquelle ils se souplantent tous". 15 

This kind of descriptive and sensational literature was very popular 

even as late as the third decade of the nineteenth century, Louis Carra's 

"L'Historie de la Moldavie et de la Valachie ", for example, was translated 

into four 1anguages,16 while Thomas Thornton's "The Present State of 

Turkey", published in 1807, was translated into French, German and 

?Xomanian.17 The w ~ r k  of W. Wilkinson also enjoyed great popularity. The 

French version underwent three editions (1821, 1822, 1831). This English 

consul was, like all the others, very critical of the Phanariots. "None of the 

events", he contended, "that had influenced the political existence, and 

undermined the public spirit of the Wallachian and Moldavian nations, 

proved more ruinous to them than the system of policy introduced by the 

Greeks of the Phanar, when they were placed at the head of the 

Principalities". 18 

But the most unfavorable judgement is stated most fully in a book 

entitled "Essai sur les Phanariotes" published in 1824 by Mark Zallony, a 



Roman Catholic Greek doctor, who was afraid that the Phanariots might 

assume control of the independent Greek state that was then in the process of 

being born. Zallony's viewpoint was that the Phanariot princes marked their 

administration by the most violent acts of extortion and an invariable system 

of spoliation. 19 

This negative literature went on until after the Crimean war, and the 

anti-Phanariot feeling continued to be amplified by the negative conclusions 

of authors such as Elias ~ e p a u l t ~ '  and Felix ~ o l s o n . ~ '  Even in 

contemporary fiction, Phanariot characters appeared wicked.22 In general, the 

Phanariot rule was presented in such a negative way that R.W.Seton-Watson 

wrote that "it is impossible to conceive a more disheartening task than that of 

recording in detail these hundred years in Wallachia and ~ o l d a v i a " . ~ ~  The 

consequence of this phenomenon was that Romanian historiography, very 

young at that time, based its view of Phanariot rule on the descriptions of the 

foreign authors. As a result, the whole of nineteenth century Romanian 

historiography paid allegiance to the anti-Phanariot tradition and in its turn 

conferred credibility upon the old amateurish writings of the western 

authors. This development created, according to Romanian historian Traian 

Ionescu-Niscov, a "conception dksavantageuse [for the Phanariots] - et en 

partie non v5ridique". 24 

Later historiography, however, has revealed new elements which, to a 

point, exonerate the Phanariot rule. This antithesis has its origins in the work 

of the distinguished Romanian historians A. Stourdza and Nicolae Iorga, 

who since the beginning of the twentieth century have tried, with some 

success, to demolish the edifice of anti-Phanariot historiography.25 This 

revisionist school includes modern historians, such as Radu Florescu, Traian 

Ionescu-Niscov, D. A. Zakythinos, A. Pallis, K. Amantos and H. 



Konstantinidis, who have tried to present the Phanariot era under a different, 

more positive, light. 

THE OTTOMAN SERVANTS 

In order to examine the various accusations of exploitation, corruption 

and political instability of Phanariot rule, one should remember that the 

traditional historiography has treated the Phanariot princes as sovereign 

rulers. It is necessary, however, to emphasize f ron  the outset that the 

Phanariots were appointed Ottoman officials. That entailed not only the 

insecurity involved in their position but also their loyalty, at the time, to the 

Ottoman empire.26 Indeed, many Phanariots distinguished themselves as 

Ottoman officials in difficult periods of the empire.27 

The family which best demonstrates this early Phanariot conformity is 

the Mavrocordato family. Alexandre Mavrocordato (1636-1709) is in many 

respects a prototype of this early Phanariot non-confrontational spirit. In his 

philosophical work "Meditations", he expresses a sense of discretion and 

compromise in recommending acceptance of one's lot as the basis of true 

happiness and contentment.28 Similarly, Alexandre's son Nikolas 

Mavrocordato (1680-1730) describes justice, in his "Book of Duties ", in terms 

imbued with the notions of propriety, seemliness and minding one's own 

business : "When a just man is in a position of subordination, then he will 

maintain a spirit of agreement, will do nothing to destroy harmony, will bow 

the neck, will submit to the laws and to the orders of his superiors, will 

zealously proffer the service imposed on him, will be content with the 

situation in life to which he has been called, will have no truck with wicked 

desires and impulses for the sake of obtaining honor, will not meddle in what 

does not concern him". 29 



It can be assumed, then, that for this people, in the early years, being 

effective and efficient was more important than being free. 1x1 fact, according 

to G. Henderson, the word freedom is absent fro~n these early Phanariot 

writings. Nikolas Mavrocordato's work in particular is far from 

revolutionary because,. as he puts it, "what befits a human being is to let 

things be put right by discussion; force belongs altogether to the beasts". 30 

In the light of the above evidence, it appears that the early 

Phanariots'greatest aspiration was to be the best they could be as Ottoman 

officials. In this undertaking, they could hope to be nothing more than 

another branch of the Ottoman system; a bit more efficient and modern, 

perhaps, but always an integral part of the Ottoman social, administrative and 

economic reality. Seen in this light, it is evident that the Phanariots could not 

do much against the pernicious social and economic conditions predominant 

in the Danubian Principalities. They found them there, and were not 

powerful enough to effect a lasting change even if they wanted to. This is 

apparent in the cases of enlightened Phanariot hospodars such as Nikolas and 

Constantine Mavrocordato, Gregory A. Ghika, Alexandre Mourouzi, and 

Alexandre ~ p i l a n t i . ~ '  On the other hand, when the Ottoman government 

wanted to effect a change the hospodars had to follow suit. It is not an 

accident, for example, that most princes supported handicrafts and factories in 

the period of "Nizam-i- Djedid", when the Turkish government encouraged 

the setting up of factories.32 In fact in 1793, the Grand Vizir advised Michael 

Soutso that, according to Selim 111's "New Order", he had to establish factories 

useful to the local needs. It appears, therefore, that regardless of their own 

intentions, the hospodars had success in their efforts only in proportion as 
- 

their designs accorded with Porte's wi11.33 



CAPTIVES OF THE SYSTEM 

In order to demonstrate that the Phanariot behavior was essentially 

subjected to the Ottoman politico-economic system, we have to deal with the 

various anti-Phanariot arguments which have developed due to traditional 

historiography. To begin, the Phanariot princes have usually been depicted as 

representatives of an alien Greek element which stifled the native Romanian 

development. This accusation has two aspects; one cultural and one 

political. 

In the cultural sphere, certainly, the dominance of the Greek language 

and culture was never challenged during the Phanariot era. Greek was the 

native language of the princes and of several of the leading boyars, and books 

were printed in Greek at Bucharest and Jassy where the academies were 

veritable centers of Greek cu1tu1-e.~~ The careful student of history has to take 

into account, however, the Orthodox ecumenical feeling which was quite 

widespread not only among the Phanariots, but also among the Romanian 

upper classes and clergy. If one adds to this the common fear of western 

Catholic expansion, it appears that the spread of Greek (the language of the 

New Testament) was far from exploitation of the natives. In fact, it was, as 

much as anything, the voluntary work of the native Church in order to 

secure the support of Greek learning and Phanariot money and influence, 

and to strengthen itself against Latin missionaries operating from the 

Habsburg dominions and from Poland. For example, the Greek academies at 

Bucharest and a s sv  were established originally not for nationalist purposes 

but in the general interest of ~ r t h o d o x ~ . ~ ~ ~ o n s e ~ u e n t l ~ ,  the early Phanariot 

hospodars can be perceived as Ottoman officials who promoted the religious 

centralization and therefore the social unity of a large segment of the empire. 

That was because, in the eighteenth century Ottoman reality, religion was 



deeply intertwined with social and political issues, and Orthodox Christianity 

was an officially recognized socio-political unit since it was one of the two 

major religions of the empire. And, since nationalist sentiments had not yet 

arisen, the Porte encouraged this centralization for economic and 

administrative reasons. Some native boyars, however, had a different point 

of view, but their opposition to the Phanariots was not an ideological or 

nationalist struggle: instead, they simply wished to transfer to themselves the 

Turkish patronage and sought, therefore, access to the Romanian thrones and 

the privileges associated with it.36 

Even from the Romanian perspective, however, the Phanariots were 

not culturally abusive. Indeed, there is evidence to suggest that far from 

having despised the Romaniar, tongue, many Phanariots supported it against 

the Slavonic. Iorga contended, for example, that "it were these foreigners who 

buried Slavonism" and that the most eminent of the Phanariot hospodars 

(men like Nikolas Mavrccordato, Gregory Ghika and John Callimachi) took 

the trouble to study and to learn ~ o m a n i a n . ~ ~  Also, Phanariot princes, far 

from interfering with the vernacular liturgy, encouraged the Romanian 

language at the expense of Slavonic. Moreover, the governorship of Nikolas 

Mavrcyeni, hospodar of Wallachia from 1786 to 1790, saw the printing of one 

of the earliest Romanian grammars at Rimnic in 1787, while in December 

1817, John Karatza, prince of Wallachia, sanctioned the foundation of St. 

Sava, the first college in Wallachia in which Romanian was the language of 

instruction. As for Romanian culture, the performance of plays in Bucharest 

in 1818 was a Greek initiative, and the example of the Greeks prompted 

young Romanians to translate plays from French, German and classical Greek 

which were performed by the pupils of St. Sava; this, in fact, constitutes the 

first record of a Romanian theater in ~ucharest.38 Finally, it is not by chance 



that the first major historical works concerning the Romanian people were 

written by Greeks who were living and working under the Phanariot regime. 

In fact, professor C. Tsourkas has underlined not only the contribution of 

those Greek writers towards the issues of Romanian latinity, continuity and 

unity but also their sympathy for the Romanian people. 39 

In the political sphere, the argument is that with the Phanariot 

establishment, the local boyars were robbed of the right to elect their own 

princes, and as a result, the holder of the throne became an appointee of the 

Ottoman government. The fact is, however, that the appointment of foreign 

princes to the Romanian thrones was already a part of the Ottoman system. 

A.D. Xenopol contended that Yes Turks avaient pris l'habitude d'envoyer des 

princes &-angers  dans les pays Roumains encore avant l'epoque 

phanariote".40 In the late seventeenth century, the sultar, appointed 

foreigners such as Gaspar Gratiani, George Duca and Antoine Ruset, to name 

a few, without consulting the local It is evident, therefore, that the 

Phanariots did not initiate the system of appointment. Instead, much like 

other Ottoman officials, they were part of a system practised long before their 

establishment. 

The limited power of the Phanariots in their capacity as Ottoman 

officials is more evident when we deal with the issues of taxation and peasant 

exploitation. To be sure, rural oppression and exploitation was rampant in 

the Phanariot era and some of the Greek hospodars were harsh and rapacious 

rulers. Wilkinson wrote that "there does not perhaps exist a people labouring 

under a greater degree of oppression from the effect of despotic power and 

more heavily burdened with impositions 2nd taxes than the peasantry of 

Wallachia and ~ o l d a v i a . " ~ ~  However, the Phanariot princes, far from all 

being harsh and oppressive, included high minded and able rulers.43 Indeed, 



a number of Phanariot hospodars introduced centralizing and modernizing 

measures in order to reduce the rural oppression and exploitation of the 

peasantry by the boyar class, and, at the same time, to develop a more efficient 

fiscal system. Nikolas and Constantine Mavrocordato, Gregory Ghika 

Alexandre Mourouzi and Alexandre Ipsilanti were examples of princes who 

took "des s6vGres mesures pour combattre les abus commis par les boyards 

envers la population."44 Nikolas Mavrocordato, especially, was determined 

to establish an enlightened rule and endeavored to improve the economic 

situation and along with it the fate of the peasantry.45~owever, his efforts 

failed to overcome the resistance of the local 6lite and he was almost thrown 

into prison by the sultan after accusations from the boyars. Thus, the boyar 

class imposed on him the obligation to respect what they called "les anciennes 

coutumes du  pays". 46 

It appears then, that the hospodars'intentions as rulers were not 

enough to carry out reform projects. It was quite another matter, however, 

when they acted as Ottoman officials; that is, when they were simply serving 

the needs of the empire and their wishes were in accordance with those of the 

Ottoman government. Indeed, it was in such a unison of intentions that the 

most profound reforms took place. The liberation of the serfs is a case in 

point. 

Certainly, a number of Phanariot princes held enlightened views 

regarding the peasant population who were under servitude. The social 

pdicies of Nikolas and Constantine Mavrocordato as well as M. Racevitza 

and A. Ipsilanti testify to this.47 But successfully to carry out reforms took an 

exceptional situation. This situation took place in Wallachia in 2742-46, 

when the flight of peasants from the heavy exactions and the ruthless 

servitude imposed by the boyar class took catastrophic proportions.48 As a 



result, the public treasury was decimated by a steep decrease of taxpayers. 

From 147,000 in 1741, their number decreased to 115,000 in 1742 and reached a 

record low of 70,000 in 1745. A great source of revenue of the Porte (and of 

course of the princes and the boyars as well) appeared to be threatened. 49 

Alarmed by its lost income, the Porte urged Constantine Mavrrocordato to 

reorganize the socio-economic structure of the regions. So it was Ot tornan 

fear of the economic consequence of this demographic decline for its income 

that initiated the movement of social and economic reforms of i746-49, 

which resulted in the abolition of serfdom. The Ottoman instructions were, 

in fact, categorical regarding the primary task of the ruling prince: "Tu 

t'efforceras de relever et be repeupler le pays ....- tu rameneras leur foyers 

tous les habitants ... disperses dans toutes les directions.*'" As a result, by 1757 

all serfs had been emancipated in both Wallachia and ~Moldavia, and it is 

evident that what the princes wanted to do was possible only when their 

wishes were in harmony with Porte's will. 

It appears, then, that the Phanariot princes cannot be held solely 

responsible for rural oppression, since they were never the all-powerful 

despots so often depicted. This is particularly true when we consider the 

power relations between the ruling princes and the old boyar class.31 On this 

question, Radu Florescu contends that "the princes had to be all the more 

content with the exterlral manifestations and insignia of power since they did 

not enjoy the solid satisfaction of its reality."52 We have seen already the case 

of Nikoias Mavrucordnto who in his correspondence often mentioned 

"l'instabi'litii des 'Dates"', and "l'adversitk des boyars qui n'ktaient pas 

d'accord avec ses measures radicales ayant comme but la rkgheration du 

pays."53 Unaccustomed to local realities and reigning an average 2.5 years the 

Greek hospodar could often find himself powerless in front of the assemblies 



of the boyars who were "far more entitled to be considered the real masters of 

the land."54 

The above information sheds a different light on the rural problem as 

it demonstrates that the old boyar class (which should not be confused with 

the venal parvenu nobility) was never d ~ m e s t i c a t e d . ~ ~  Shunning court life, 

this old native nobility still had much power and a firm hold on the peasant 

world. In fact, it was they who had reduced the peasants to serfs in everything 

but name. Even the reforms of C -  Mavrocordato and later of A. Ipsilanti (who 

attempted to set the peasants'fixed labour at the modest rate of twelve days 

per year) did not last. The old boyar class in the end had their way and by 

1805, the new "free" peasant had to do servitude duty of forty working days 

annually, plus he had to continue to pay the heavy fiscal charges of the tithes, 

twentieths and customary feesS5' So, it appears, again, that the Phanariot 

princes were not powerful enough to have their way and that the greed and 

intransigence of the old boyar class were equally responsible for the 

predicament of the peasants. 

The question, finally, of Phanariot corruption, although always 

indefensible and unpardonable, should also be understood under the premise 

that the Phanariots were pawns of the Ottoman politico-economic system. To 

be sure intrigue, simony, sinecure, and bribery were rampant in Phanariot 

circles.57 But this disgraceful situation should be seen as a part of the overall 

Ottoman reality of corruption based in Constantinople. After all, the vices of 

the Romanian society associated with Greek rule preceded the eighieenth 

centcry and ccntisued t,o prevai! long after the last of the Phanariots had lost 

his throne. In fact, Ion Ionascu explains that "la venalit6 de l'administration 

Phanariote, ...p resent des points commons et dans la pratique des 

dignitaises ... du XVII siecle (Ghinea Tzukalas, Nic. Sofialaul, Balasaki, Stroe 



Leurdeanu, C .  Stirbei, e t ~ . ) . " ~ ~  In fairness, therefore, the Greeks did not 

initiate the system of corruption; they simply found it in the Principalities 

and lived with it as they had in their native quarters in Constantinople. "I 

have succeeded in reigning over Moldavia", explained Michael Sutzo," only 

by employing the means always currently used at Asiatic courtsU.59 In fact, 

even if the Phanariot princes aspired to be the exception to the rule, the task 

was very difficult. This was because the newly appointed princes had to rule 

according to the conditions of the tenure which discouraged them from 

changing their ways. Again, Ionescu explains that "la cupidit6 des princes 

rkgnants Phanariotes ... 6tait dQ la trop courte durbe de leur regne ainsi qu'a 

l'accroissement incessant des demandes d'argent et de provisions de la part de 

llEmpire Ottomain". 60 

To understand the above, one has to remember that after 1731, the 

sultan appointed the prince himself in return for payments in cash to himself 

and to his ministers.61 It was, therefore, in the sultan's interest to make as 

many changes as possible: to depose a prince and then oblige him to buy back 

his throne, or to transfer him from one principality to the other, or to 

threaten the prince of Wallachia with transfer to the poorer throne of 

Moldavia unless he paid an indemnity. Since pretexts for deposition could be 

easily found, the princes felt insecure and their conduct was hampered by 

their uncertainty of tenure. Even a model Ottoman official like Nikolas 

Mavrocordato, who had condemned the "apostasy" of Demetrius Cantemir, 

lived constantly in fear, and we have seen already, that " i e  sultan voulait le 

jeter en prison, irritk par k s  accusations portis contre lui par les boyars. , ,62 . 
Another example is his son Constantine, a conscientious and enlightened 

administrator who issued a reform constitution for each principality, made 

the incidence of taxation fairer and its collection less onerous; and tried to 



improve the lot of the serfs. 63 ~ u t  a1 hough between 1730 and 1769 he 

reigned for six periods in Wallachia and four in 1\-oldavia, the longest of 

these periods lasted for only six months. Such frequent coming and going 

made good government and a consistent policy almost impossible. 

Apart from the uncertainty of tenure, financial burdens compelled the 

princes to extract all the money they could from their subjects. The hospodar 

had to recover his outlay and pay the annual tribute; he had to maintain his 

court and administration; he had constantly to bribe Turkish officials, and he 

was expected to give generous financial support tc the ~atriarchate.64 Since 

the prince's official income would in no way satisfy his numerous creditors, 

he had not only to tax his people to the utmost but also to auction off to the 

highest bidder every court function in his power. As a result, Sainean 

explains, "les dignit& devenues simplement nominales ..... l'argent devint 

alors la vrai savonette ~ i l a i n . " ~ ~  The court was thus inundated by Greco- 

Romanian parvenus who held an empty distinction granted during the 

lifetime of an individual as a mere sinecure. It becomes apparent, then, that 

the Phanariot system rested upon a subtle bargain which stated implicitly that 

the prince might enrich himself at the expense of each provinces so long as 

the sultan and his favorites enriched themselves at the expense of the prince. 

This arrangement, however, ended sometimes with the bankruptcy of 

the prince. This was because the Ottoman government was constantly 

demanding more money. "The policy of the Porte", Willkinson explains, 

"has .... rendered the fixed amount of the tribute .... nominal; and it is perfectly 

understood that the later [princes], on receiving their appointments, engage to 

satisfy any calls of the Turkish government, of money and other 

necessaries."66 So, despite the large revenues from simony and taxes, the 

prince often ended his reign a poorer man. In fact, two of the three families 





reason is that although the Phanariots were continually feuding among 

themselves, they never formed distinct political or social groups which could 

be identified as carriers of a definite ideology. Since the turn of nineteenth 

century, there existed Phanariot family-groups with certain attachments to 

foreign powers (for example, Sutzo to France and Ipsilanti to Russia), but this 

phenomenon, as will be demonstrated in the third chapter, was based on 

political manoeuvres rather than ideological inclinations. Hence, this writer 

is convinced that the Phanariot princes acted as individuals sometimes in a 

liberal and sometimes in a conservative manner, with the common 

denominator the belief in the historical distinction of their "race" and the 

vision of a Greek imperial regeneration. But as we have already seen, they 

were also deeply aware of their status as Ottoman dignitaries, and the great 

majority of them had chosen the path of reform through education and 

cooperation with the Ottoman government. As a result, by the last decades of 

the eighteenth century, the Phanariot elite had occupied important positions 

in the Ottoman empire and fulfilled essential functions. In fact, Arnold 

Toynbee contended that "it looked as though the result of western pressure 

might be to endow the old Ottoman empire with a new governing class by 

first forcing the Ottomans to take the Phanariots into partnership and then 

enabling the Phanariots to make themselves, in effect, the senior partners in 

the Ottoman firm."68 Certainly, this notion of the Phanariots as partners and 

potential supplanters of the Turks in the administration of the empire 

sounds at first a bit far-fetched. Nevertheless, the fact is that the Greek 

aristocracy and the Orthodox church together constituted one of the principal 

pillars of the Ottoman imperial structure, and, as a result, the Greek nation 

had a part in the Turkish government through political and ecclesiastical 

leaders. But these leaders knew all too well that they owed their existence 



primarily to their utility to the Muslim rulers. Therefore, the Phanariots 

were in a very delicate position as Ottoman officials who had to serve the 

Turkish goals, and simultaneously as Greeks who wanted to uphold the 

Greek cause. This delicate position, although never understood by the 

common Greeks who had no knowledge of high politics, was workable in the 

early years. However, when Greek nationalist and separatist feelings started to 

develop the Phanariots were dubbed by rival factions as "Greco-Turks" and 

traditional Greek historiography has treated them as anti-national elements. 

Zallony wrote, for example, that the Phanariots and the church had organized 

methodically the subjugation of the ~ r e e k s . ~ ~  Particularly in the economic 

sphere, he goes as far as to assert that the Phanariots "pour les [the people] 

depouiller d'une partie de leur revenus, il a fallu insinuer au Gouvernement 

que de fortes sommes entre leur mains pouvaient rendre ieur soumission 

Clearly, Zallony's views appear to be exaggerated and based on personal 

resentment. And this is not only because Zallony was a Catholic, but also 

because he had personally servzd the Phanariots for years as a doctor. After 

all, as Iorga has justly asked why did they serve "des maitres qu'il considerait 

si mauvais"?' ' But apart from that, the beneficial attitude of the Phanariots 

towards the Greeks, as we will see in the third chapter, is well documented. 72 

Even if this is the case, however, there is still very much evidence of 

Phanariot adherence to the Ottoman status quo. After all, due to the 

cooperation with the Ottomans, the political power of the Phanariots was 

steadily enhanced in the course of the eighteenth century. The explanation of 

this apparent contradiction is what has been called "a peaceful penetration". 

According to A. Toynbee, the development of Phanariot influence and 

patronage, by virtue of their position and the mounting political pressure 



from the West, would increase their political value as the only Ottoman 

group able to deal with the Europeans. This Phanariot penetration into the 

Ottoman political and economic system might in the long run develop into 

some kind of a Greco-Turkish understanding.73 The Phanariots, thus, had to 

continue to cooperate with the Turks. In this apparently anti-national 

behavior lies the first dimension of the Phanariot mind: the vision of a 

gradual takeover of the Ottoman empire by the Greeks through reform, 

education and cooperation with the Muslim element. 

This is the idea of Hellenoturkism; that is the establishment of a Greco- 

Turkish political ensemble.74 This theory was a bit complicated but very 

widespread. In fact, it expressed the views of the majority of the Greek 

aristocracy and the high clergy. These people were aware that thanks to the 

Ottoman expansion the Orthodox world was reunited and the Patriarchate 

given unprecedented power. This fact gave the Greeks a unique opportunity 

to expand Hellenism over a vast territory. This cultural expansion combined 

with the Greek economic and bureaucratic achievements made many 

Phanariots think that it was possible for the Ottoman empire to become 

eventually a Greco-Turkish condominium over a multinational unity.75 All 

that was needed, they thought, was patience and time. After all, the Greeks 

had always thrived in multinational empires. Was it not a historical fact that 

the once omnipotent Roman empire ended up in the hands of the Greeks? 

The same could happen in the Ottoman case. In fact, the Greeks were already 

in control of vital functions and slowly but surely would establish themselves 

as equal partners of the Turks in the administration of the empire. It was 

obvious that the Muslims could not keep up with the times. The Greeks 

would offer their services in exchange for increasingly more power until 

reaching the status of full partnership. 



This idea originated in a document written circa 1783.76 The author 

was the Grant Logothete of Wallachia, the Phanariot Dimitri Katartzis (1730- 

1807), who with his "Advice to the Young" became the main representative 

of this political conception .77 "Although we do not participate in the 

administration of the State together with those who are fully in power", he 

asserted, "we are not nevertheless entirely nonparticipants. Many of our civil 

(political) laws, customs, and all our ecclesiastical laws are valid ... and our 

nation in many parts of Turkey has minute political systems with privileges. 

There are, furthermore, many of our genos (race) who hold offices, namely 

patriarchs, high prelates, and administrators with imperial berats (warrants). 

Some of them wear the Kavadhi (headgear indicative of high rank), the 

ecumenical patriarch, for instance, or the grand dragoman and, often, the 

princes of Moldavia and Wallachia. All these participate in government and, 

therefore, fall under Aristotle's definition of a citizenV.78 So, the Greeks, 

according to Katartzis, had rights and privileges that they could use to 

ameliorate their position. In fact, Greek influences could emerge from within 

and change radically the empire to their favor, realizing, thus, "their own 

liberating dream through the Turkish empire which would be transfigured as 

an 'Ottoman estate of the Greek nationH'.79 

CONCLUSION 

So, a multinational state, governed by a rising Greek political and 

ecclesiastical aristocracy as an equal partner (or even as n dominant element), 

appears to be the policy towards which the conservative part of church and 

Phanariot aristocracy was drawn in its vision of the future restoration of 

Greece. This view represented the most conservative, and admittedly anti- 

revolutionary if not anti-national, dimension of the Phanariot mind. 



Nevertheless, this optimistic line of thought was based not only on the 

universal spread of Greek culture throughout the Balkans arld Asia Minor 

but also on the lessons of a long experience. The showdown of the 1821 

revolution destroyed this vision and the western (and foreign to the Greeks) 

idea of the nation-state took root in Greece with the known consequences. It 

is impossible to tell what would have happened if the Greeks had chosen the 

path of reform. But the existing co-existence of the political and 

administrative system of the Ottomans with another parallel Greco/Christian 

political and ecclesiastical system, strengthened by the elevation of Greek 

officials, implies that a future Helleno-Turkish partnership was possible. 

After all, the nineteenth century was the era of reforms for the Ottoman 

empire. 

Helleno-Turkism, however, was not the only vision of the Greek 

aristocracy, who were fully aware of its weakeness under the existing system. 

Indeed, never forgetting that in reality they were no more than Christians 

subjugated to Turkish whim, the Phanariots had kept alive, at the same time, 

the dream of a Byzantine imperial regeneration. And this hope appeared 

much more realistic when, by the middle of the eighteenth century, 

coreligionist Russia replaced Austria as the principal enemy of the declining 

Turks. 
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The Byzantine Imperialists 

Consfantinople presides 
today not only over Europe, 
but also over Asia and Africa" 

Ia kovos Argeios 
Tutor of Nicolas 
Mavrocorda to* 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, the Phanariot aristocrats were 

deeply aware of their status as Ottoman dignitaries and the great majority of 

them had chosen the path of reform through education and cooperation with 

the Ottoman government. But, as has also been emphasized, the Phanariot 

way of thinking was far from monolithic. In fact, the Phanariot psyche was a 

three dimensional one and, along with the reformist adherence to the 

Ottoman state, the ideas of Byzantine Imperialism and Hellenism were 

equally important to the Phanariot mind. To be sure, they saw cooperation 

with the ruling power as a necessity and submission to it as a means of 

eventually acquiring a dominant influence. This spirit, however, did not 

always take the same form, nor was it continuously present, for the 

Phanariots cherished also the hope of a Byzantine imperial regeneration. This 

dream represented the second dimension of the Phanariot mind-set and was 

dsminzted by the idea s f  Eyzantine Imperia!ism. 

To define Phimariot Byzantine Imperialism one has simply to say that it 

was the belief that one day the Greco/Roman empire of the Bosporus would 

be restored to the Orthodox Christian and Greek-speaking inhabitants of the 



Levant. This vision had two equally important and interrelated belief- 

systems: a temporal and a spiritual justification of the neo-Byzantine vision. 

The first was based on the medieval claim of the Greek-educated 

Byzantine upper classes to exclusive supremacy in temporal sovereignty and 

cultural eminence as heirs of the Romano/Hellenistic universalism and 

Hellenic culture.1 

The second ideological persuasion represented the also medieval and 

"divinely sanctioned" claim of the Eastern (Greek) Orthodox Church to world 

dominion, the so-called idea of ecumenicity.2 By the eighteenth century, of 

course, the words "universalism" and "world dominion" could no longer 

apply to the realities of the Phanariot class and the Greek Patriarchate of 

Constantinople. Yet, even then, Byzantinism was still a cohesive force which 

inculcated and preserved the unity of the Phanariot Greco/Christian imperial 

idea and its claim t~7 pan-Balkan and pan-Levant sovereignty based on the 

exclusive orthodoxy and spiritual supremacy of the Eastern Church and creed, 

and on the continuity and ineffable superiority of the Hellenic/Hellenis tic 

culture. As a result, encouraged by Russian help and Turkish decline, the 

Phanariots, although still maintaining the ambition of inheriting the empire 

intact from the Turks, were pursuing another ambition of establishing a 

sovereign multinaticnal state of their own based, to a large degree, on the 

Byzantine tradition. 

To analyze Phanariot Byzantine Imperialism, a thorough understanding 

of the Phanariot class and its goals is necessary. For such an understanding, 

we must look at their identity and national conscience. Accordingly, we have 

to examine not only the diversity of the Phanariot psyche, but also the 

evolution of the Phanariot mind during the eighteenth century. From their 

formation as a distinct group, in the second half of the seventeenth century, 



the aristocracy of Phanar represented a new class with new intellectual needs. 

These needs, based on a thirst for knowledge and a search for a new ethic, 

gave life to a Phanariot promoted diffusion of culture which initiated a 

gradual divergence from the traditional ecclesiastic anti-Hellenism and anti- 

westernism.3 This intellectual development, enhanced by Phanariot secular 

power and their access to western thought, awakened a temporal aspect of 

Greek self-awareness, latent since the Ottoman conquest. As a result, a 

political dimension was added to the religious identity of the Greek-speaking 

inhabitants of the Levant. 

The new temporal self-awareness, however, was still closely connected 

with Orthodox Christianity. In fact, until the first half of the eighteenth 

century the Phanariot education was employed in close cooperation with the 

Patriarchate which, in search for weapons in its anti-Catholic campaign, had 

started by late seventeenth century to use secular knowledge in order to 

enhance the credibility of its dogmas.4 The result of this Church-Phanariot 

intellectual collaboration was the diffusion of a culture which, although it 

served primarily religious purposes, also possessed the seeds of a political self- 

awareness and secular knowledge. 

It is therefore important to emphasize that until the new found 

emphasis on Hellenism and French rationalism in the 1770's and 1790ts, this 

exercise of the Phanariots"'intellectua1 curiosity" and political self-awareness 

operated under the spiritual influence of the Church which had, essentially, 

remained a firm defender of Orthodoxy and Tradition. The Church, in fact, 

had been the preserver of traditional religion, culture and language, and had 

inculcated in the Balkan Christians a form of "ethnic" togetherness based on 

religion.5 The ascendancy of the Phanariots, in the late seventeenth century, 

did not substantially disrupt this sentiment despite the introduction of a new 



political dimension in the identity of the Greek-speaking people. That was 

partly because the Phanariots themselves were devoted Orthodox Christians 

who had been brought up to consider the Orthodox Church as the leader of 

the Balkan peoples. But more importantly, the Phanariot new culture was 

based, apart from its knowledge of western thought, on their self-proclaimed 

association with the administrative 6lite of the late Byzantine empire (1204 - 

1453). In fact, the Phanariots considered themselves the modern counterpart 

of this Byzantine group of administrators and intellectuals who have been 

considered by several historians as the advocates and creators of a short-lived 

Greek "Renaissance" and the original representatives of Byzantine 

~e l l en i sm.6  

The early Phanariot political awareness and intellectual inquisitiveness, 

therefore, had also an internal stimulus since the Greek aristocrats had been 

influenced by Byzantine models. As a result, the Phanariots felt themselves to 

be heirs and custodians of the Byzantine formal culture, and sought to imitate 

the Byzantines both intellectually and, to some extent, politically. Indeed, they 

were, like their Byzantine counterparts, monarchists, neo-Platonists, and 

advocates of the archaic language and centralized government.7 Even their 

proto-capitalistic activities were not unfamiliar to their Byzantine 

counterparts, who were distinct from the medieval military klite in the same 

way as the Phanariots were alien to the Turkish military establishment.8 

So the Phanariot class, particularly in its early phase, felt itself to be 

closely associated with the Byzantine administrative dite, and a custodian of 

its culture. It was natural for them, then, to envision themselves as the 

leaders of a religio-political undertaking that would, in God's time, resurrect 

the Greek empire of the East. 



This Byzantine attachment of the Greek aristocracy explains both the 

early Phanariot political identity and their conservatism. Accordingly, 

Byzantine institutions and belief systems composed the Phanariots'early 

conservative approach to self-awareness. This form of self-distinction was 

based on religion but also on what may be called Greco-Byzantine proto- 

nationalism. 

GRECO I BYZANTINE PROTO-NATIONALISM 

Nationalism has been defined as "a state of mind permeating the large 

majority of people and claiming to permeate all its members. It recognizes the 

nation-state as the ideal form of political crganization, and the nationality of 

the source of all creative cultural energy and of economic well-being. The 

supreme loyalty of man is therefore due to his nationality, as his own life is 

supposedly rooted in and made possible by its welfareU.9 Although there are 

several variations in its definition, most western historians agree that 

nationalism is a child of late eighteenth century western ~ u r o ~ e . 1 0  With 

Rousseau and Herder as its prophets, it received a great impulse from the 

American and French revolutions and inaugurated a new era : the age of 

nationalism. 

On the other hand, H. Kohn has also observed "isolated germs" of 

nationalism in fifteen century France but notes that this "new sentiment did 

not reach the masses".ll G.H. Sabine offers the even earlier example of Philip 

the Fair, the territorial monarch of France, who felt strong enough to 

proclaim himself the leader of "the national cohesion of the French 

kingdom" based on the concept of "Patria" as opposed to the concept of the 

"Dominus", the feudal ~ o r d . 1 2  In addition, Kohn noted that in Italy 

"Petrarch and Cola di Rienzo were forerunners of modern nationalism" but 



their feelings "were confined to a narrow circle of literary men" and the 

people were indifferent to these sentiments.13 

What we perceive here is that this new sentiment of the fifteenth 

century in France and Italy did not reach the large majority of t k  people. 

Indeed, its main recipient was a new bureaucratic nobility who, having strong 

intellectual proclivities, combined the characteristics of both the aristocratic 

and intellectual class. In other words, it was the administrative "Aristocracy 

of the Robe" who became the original recipient of the sentiment of 

pro tonationalism. 

The above distinction can be very helpful in understanding 

Greco/Byzantine proto-Nationalism. This phenomenon can be defined as a 

belief of the elite classes of medieval Balkan Christian society in a common 

cultural heritage based primzrily on Greco!Roman culture, Orthodox 

Christianity, and the Greek language. Unlike eighteenth century French 

patriotism, which applied to the collective personality of the "people", 

medieval proto-nationalism centered around a strong leader who could be 

either a temporal or a spiritual one. Thus, protonationalism implied strong 

monarchy, centralized government, and a sense of togetherness based on a 

common intellectual heritage. The important element here is that this kind 

of national conscience did not permeate the majority of the people and can be 

seen as a nationalism from above. As a result, there was little ethnic 

identification of the elite with the bulk of population, who could be of any 

nationality or race. On the other hand, the 6lite was not a closed caste and 

social mobility was permitted to whomever, regardless of race, was willing 

and able to adopt the culture and the language of the 6lite. Consequently, it 

was culture - including religion - that was the basis of "nationality", rather 

than race.14 



To understand better the above, one has to be aware of the difference 

between a formal and a popular culture. The former is the culture of the 6lite 

and does not have to accord with popular beliefs, particularly in political 

entities such as empires. Since the time of Alexander the Great, and in fact as 

a corollary of his conquests and policies, Greek learning and culture spread 

throughout the Near and Middle East to such an extent that we can say that 

the formal culture of the so-called Hellenistic period was Greek.15 This meant 

that most people in those territories were not Greeks either in blood or in 

language, but if they wanted to advance themselves socially and politically, 

they had to adopt the Greek language and manners; in other words, they had 

to be Hellenized- As a result, the elite classes in particular adopted a sense of 

Greekness and famous thinkers of the time, such as the philosopher Zeno, 

the father of Stoicism, passed into history as Greeks, although they did not 

belong to the Greek racee16 

After the Roman conquest, of course, the Romans were the master race. 

Roman rule, however, to a large extent continued the pattern of Greek 

culture as the culture of the elite.17 That was because di te  Greek culture was 

integrated into Roman culture and became an inseparable and vital part of 

the culture of the ruling class.18 

In Byzantine times, finally, the dynastic aristocratic and bureaucratic 

classes frequently incorporated people of Slav, Latin, Armenian and Turkish 

origin into the Greek.19 All these foreign elements, however, were essentially 

Byzantinized in the long run. That meant that they in fact became members 

of an 6lite whose formal culture had evolved from the culture of the Greeks 

with, of course, important accretions from Rome and Christianity. 20 

By the time of the Turkish conquest, therefore, a Byzantine aristocracy 

was in existence which "boasted neither birth nor race but Hellenic 



culture".21 This pride in Hellenism was strengthened in the thirteenth 

century. Indeed, several historians have traced Greek nationalism's origin to 

the efforts of the thirteenth century Lascarid rulers of Nicaea to liberate 

Constantinople and the Byzantine empire from the hands of the "Franks", 

who had conquered and divided Byzantium in 1204, under the pretext of a 

crusade. Also, in the critical fourteenth century, when most of the Empire 

had been lost, the administrative and intellectual classes of Constantinople, 

Thessalonike, and Mystra had began to form a political (that is Greek as 

opposed to Christian) self-awareness. The result was a period of intellectual 

effervescence and a return to the literature of the ancient Greeks. "Pay 

attention to the thought of the ancient Greeks", wrote a contemporcry 

Byzantine scholar, "and through them try to diminish your ignoranceW.22 

This new excitement, although not perhaps a genuine intellectual 

renaissance or an effective challenge to the religious establishment, did create 

a political feeling of togetherness among the administrative and intellectual 

Byzantine elites who resisted, to a point, the complete christianization of 

Hellenism advocated by the Church and the masses, whose only conscience 

was religious.23 This increasing sense of pride in belonging to the superior 

culture of Hellas, however, should not be connected with modern Greek 

nationalism, for the idea of nation was alien to Byzantine political thought 

and there was complete indifference to the variations of race. It was rather a 

Proto-Nationalism based on Orthodox Christian religion, Greco/Roman 

c~lture,  artd the Greek language. 

BYZANTINISM AND THE FASCINATION FOR THE PAST 

This historical development of the Levantine formal culture is very 

important in understanding the Phanariot sense of belonging. Its Byzantine 



aspect, in particular, is indispensable in providing an insight into the early 

Phanariots'national conscience and intentions. That is because the Phanariot 

mentality - especially its early and conservative phase - was dominated by a 

fascination with the Byzantine past.24 This tendency, which we can call 

Byzantinism for the sake of brevity, reveals in itself the Phanariot dream of 

recreating the Byzantine empire.25 Indeed, the Greek aristocrats of the 

eighteenth century were very much aware of the pre-existent Christian 

empire, whose dominant culture had been Greek in much of the Balkans and 

~na to l i a .26  Motivated by this awareness, they felt themselves to be the 

natural heirs of the Byzantine governing elite and endeavored to strengthen 

the Byzantine formal culture of which they claimed to be - along with the 

Church - at once the guardians and the representatives. This formal culture, 

then, was of fundamental importance to the Phanariot self-awareness for, 

along with Orthodox Christianity, it distinguished them from the 0 ttoman 

ruling elite. Accordingly, the Phanariot cultural emphasis represented a 

preparatory step towards an imperial regeneration, as part of a long term 

policy of preserving and strengthening the Greco/Byzantine elements within 

the Ottoman empire, so that in case of a collapse of Ottoman Moslem 

authority, the Greek aristocracy could substitute their own.27 

One can thus suggest that there was a Phanariot inclination to identify 

themselves with the Byzantine elite classes and to imitate them as a first step 

towards an imperial regeneration. This can be demonstrated by the Phanariot 

desire to be associated with the Byzantine upper classes, their presence in the 

Danubian Principalities, their inclusive sense of nationality, and their 

sensitivity towards the Byzantine tradition. 



The Heirs of Bvzantim 

The new Greek aristocracy strove to spread the belief that they were 

descendants of the noble Byzantine families and even enshrined themselves 

in a book called "Le Livre d'Or de la nobless ~anariote".ZB According to this 

book, for example, the Ipsilantis were connected to the old and powerful 

families of Xiphilinos and Comnenos; the Soutsos to the Byzantine family of 

Draco Tipaldo, and the Rossetis'noble origin had been certified by imperial 

decrees.29 In fact, some historians have accepted such Phanariot claims, as for 

example their historian M. Rizo ~ a n ~ a b 6 . 3 0  The great majority of historians, 

however, have asserted that the leading Phanariot clans cannot be regarded as 

having any connection with the old Byzantine nobility. This assertion is 

based on the proposition, endorsed by most historians, that after the Turkish 

conquest of 1453, the Byzantine dynasties d i ~ a ~ ~ e a r e d . 3 1  Based on this 

assumption, then, the concensus regarding Phanariot origins is that the 

Phanariots emerged from a new monied klite of provincial origin which 

arose in the seventeenth century. Since in the Levantine mentality - unlike 

the western feudal tradition - money-making can be easily compatible with 

aristocracy, a wealthy nobility tied by common goals and interests began to 

emerge among the ranks of the enterprising Hellenized Ottoman subjects.32 

The important point for our discussion, however, is the very fact that 

the Phanariots tried to propagate the myth of their Byzantine ancestry. This 

effort demonstrates their sensitivity towards the memory of Byzantium and 

their desire to be associated with the Byzantine governing elite and its 

culture. Such a conclusion would have enhanced their influence among the 

Balkan Christian population. This asset, along with their riches and their 

increasing influence at the Patriarchate and the Sultan's court, might 

ultimately have been used to recreate the empire of Byzantium. 



The Danubian Principalities 

Accordingly, the Phanariots'claims of nobility were vigorously put 

forward, and any newcomers into the group hastened to ally themselves by 

marriage to whatever old illustrious names were available. This latter process 

had started early in the Danubian Principalities, but it was accelerated in the 

late sevententh century as many more Phanariots married into the local 

nobility and acquired great power.33 As a result, the aristocracy of the 

Danubian Principalities had, by the eighteenth century, become considerably 

Hellenized (~~zant in ized)  .34 

These developments in the Danubian lands bear witness not only to the 

Phanariot Byzantinism but also to their imperial dream. "En effet", wrote 

Alexandre Stourdza, "ayant pbnetre dans le gouvernement mPme de 

l'empire Ottoman .... ..les Phanariotes devaient fatalement aboutir B obtenir, .. .. 

par cetie voie indirect et detournke, la couronne mGme de principautks 

roumains, qui 6tait A leur yeux comme un reflet de la couronne imperiale de 

Byzance, object et but de leurs reves int6rieursV.35 Indeed, one can suggest 

that the Phanariots'interest and activities in the Principalities were based on 

their Byzantine vision of imperial regeneration. After all, why would anyone 

wish to be a hospodar considering the already mentioned financial burdens, 

uncertain tenure, and lack of real power? If to all the above one adds the fear 

of losing one's head, the position of a hospodar does not appear to have been 

much of a bargain, especially for a class of people who already possessed great 

wealth and prestige. On the other hand, when the idea of pursuing an 

imperial dream, the rebirth of Byzantium, is introduced, everything seems to -. 
make sense.36 Under Phanariot princes, a neo-Byzantine culture could find 

home in the Principalities, and a Greco/Byzantine nobility could root itself in 

lands there.37 In the final analysis, as Filitti has put it, "Les principautks 



6taient devenues la patrie d'un grand nombre de leures (Phanariot) 

cong&n$res qui s'&taient allibs avec les plus hautes familles et ... exercajent un 

rble importantW.38 There, away from the core of Turkish might, new schools 

could educate citizens for the new Byzantium and the Byzantine dream 

could be kept alive. "The Phanariots", Runciman explains, "saw in the 

Principalities a territory in which they could entrench themselves, and more 

Greeks began to flock across the Danube and to marry into the Moldavian and 

Wallachian nobilityH.39 

The inclusive sense of nationality 

The above mentioned "interracial" exchange, practiced in the 

Principalities and other Balkan areas, has long baffled some historians who, 

trained in the Herderian and post-Napoleonic tradition of nationalism, have 

found it difficult to perceive fully the meaning of the word "Greek", or 

"Phanariot Greek", in the context of seventeenth and eighteenth century 

Ottoman society.40 Still others, such as the Count de Gobineau, have been 

impressed by the Greek "strength through flexibility" approach to 

nationality.41 In any case, the important element here, for our discussion, is 

the very practice of Phanariot mingling with other races (nations). This 

condwt demonstrates another aspect of the Phanariot affinity to Byzantine 

elites and, therefore, their Byzantinism. "Ce n'est pas comme Grecs voulant 

grtkiser", wrote Iorga, "rnais comme heritiers d'une civilisation universelle 

de langue grecque, que ces didaskales [Phanariots] tgchent de gagner, par les 

ecoles qu'on vient de fonder, tout orthodox leur hellenism de saveur 

byzantine" .42 

It appears, then, that the Phanariots, much like the Byzantine upper 

classes, never stressed race, birth, or blood relationships as the basis of 

nationality. The foundation of their self-awareness, again like the Byzantines, 



was religion and culture. For this reason, they assumed that non-Greek races 

(nations) would be happy to include themselves within the Greek 

Patriarchical family, to recognize the superiority of Greek culture, and even to 

aspire - as indeed they often did - to a Greek education and regard themselves 

as ~reeks".43"1ndeed", professor Richard Clogg asserts, "many of the other 

subject peoples of the Empire regarded Greek culture as having a unique 

civilizing and unifying role in the ~alkans".44 This unique quality of the 

Greek culture can be demonstrated in a poem (1802) by a Vlach priest, Daniil 

of Moskhopolis, who exclaims : 

Albanians, Wallachians, Bulgarians, speaker of 

other tongrres, rejoiceland ready yowselves a1 I to 

become Greeks. Abandoning your barbaric tongue, 

speech and customs, so that to your descendants 

they may appear as myths. Honor your nations, 

together with your motherlands, making the 

Albanian and Bulgarian motherlands Greek. 45 

So, a common cultural heritage and religion was the basis of the 

Phanariot conception of nationality where chronological, historical and 

geographical factors played the most important role. Indeed, regardless of the 

variety in their origin, the Phanariots constituted a superior, but open, 

Chris tian class characterized by cultural, linguistic, and religious homogeneity 

and a common propensity to intellectual, diplomatic, and commercial, rather 

than military, pursuits. Moreo-~er, this Phanariot conception of togetherness 

was great13 aided by the fact that until the early nineteenth century, the 

Greek-speaking inhabitants of the Balkans were predominant in education, 

religion, finance, and commerce. The early medieval mingling with the Slavs 

had no effect on their preeminence.46 Therefore, the majority of the Balkan 



Orthodox Christians shared with the Phanariots a formal culture derived 

from Byzantiurn, plus a popular culture (with its significaat Christian- 

Byzantine admixture in hagiolatry, monasticism, popular arts and crafts) 

which tied them to the Phanariots and the rest of the ~reeks.47 

Thus, birth and race (namely group identification based on common 

characteristics revealing a shared ancestry) were not essential to being 

accepted as a Greek or a Phanariot. Consequently, even the question of 

language was not fundamentally important (much like the Hellenistic and 

particularly the Byzantine times) in deciding one's "ethnic" allegiance. 

Indeed, one did not have to be born a Grecophone to be welcome into the 

Greek nation. The Greek "race", then, like the Phanariot nobility and the 

Byzantine klite, was open to newcomers. Slav, Albanian, or Romanian- 

speaking peoples were welcome to learn Greek and to become part of the large 

Greco/Byzantine family. In fact, as D. Dakin explains, "anyone who thought 

and called himself a Greek was in general estimation a Hellene. The shape of 

his nose, the color of the hair, the measurement of skull were all 

irrelevancies. What mattered was his soul, his mind, the way of thinking. 

The result was that Greek-speaking Albanians, Vlachs, Romanians and Slavs 

were all eligible to become true Hellenes and many of them, particularly 

Albanians and Vlachs, figure prominently in the annals of Greek 

Certainly this situation did not remain the same after the advent of the 

western conception of nationalism. But this is mostly because the non-Greek- 

speaking Balkan peoples discovered their own history, and not because the 

Phanariots sought to detach the Greeks from the rest. Indeed, one might say 

that the Phanariot policy regarding nationality was an inclusive one. In other 

words, the Greek aristocracy sought to include others in what they considered 



- and which in fact was - the most celebrated culture of the Balkan peninsula, 

instead of excluding themselves and their nation from the rest. in doing so, 

the Phanariots were running against the essence of modern nationalism and, 

indeed, against the times; they were consistent, however, in their Byzantine 

dream that one day a Greco/ Christian political entity would be founded on 

the ruins of the Ottoman state. 

THE BYZANTINE TRADITION 

It should be apparent by now that the early Phanariot sense of self- 

awareness, in adherence to the Byzantine model, was based on a continuity of 

cultural and ecclesiastical tradition.@ This tradition was based primarily on 

Byzantine (Roman) Law, Hellenic letters, and Christian dogma as transfered 

to later ages by Byzantine writings and education. The chief element of this 

education was the Greek language as compiled by Byzantine rhetoricians out 

of Greek classical texts and medieval church ~cri~ts .50 This core of Byzantine 

formal culture became the model for Phanariot law making, social policy, 

education and Christian self-awareness, especially in the period when their 

world view was relatively harmonious with that of the Patriarchate. To 

demonstrate the above, a closer look at Phanariot law making, social policy, 

literature and Christian self-awareness is necessary. 

Law and social uolicv 

The Byzantinism of the Phanariot aristocracy is particularly evident in 

its effort to establish Romano/Byzantine law into the Danubian 

~rinci~alities.51 In fact, the Phanariot judicial borrowings and indebtedness to 

Byzantine law persisted until the very end of their rule. "Dans l'histoire du 

droit du peuple Roumain", G. Cront has written,"116poque Phanariote se 

caract6rise par une plus ample utilisation des textes et des principes du droit 



romain, connus par la voie des sources ~~zan t ines" .52  Accordingly, in 

Wallachia the Syntagmaticon Nomicon (Constitutional Law) was 

promulgated in 1780 by Alexandros Ipsilanti, and the "Nomothesia" (Body of 

Laws) was published in 1818 under the reign of John ~aratza.53 To these we 

may add the "Judicial Art", by Demetri Katartzis, composed in Bucharest 

(1793), and the Moldavian Code of prince Callimache (1817).54 "All these", 

wrote Panayotis Zepos, "were Greek texts whose Byzantine origin is 

manifest".55 

Similarly, the Phanariot social policy was based on Byzantine tradition. 

"Cette (Phanariot) politique sociale", Zepos has written, "fondee sur la vieile 

tradition Byzantine qui dominant les acts des Phanariots devient, en effet, 

manifest dan leur oeuvre et dans leur legislationW.56 In fact, one of the two 

most admired qualities of a Byzantine aristocrat was "Philanthropia": 

literally, love of humankind, but it really means beneficence (the other was 

piety).57 These virtues can be traced back to Hellenistic philosophy, but it was 

in the Byzantine period that they gained new interest due to their association 

with Christianity and their influence on the ruling class.58 

Worthy descendants of these traditions, the Phanariots provided 

asylum for the old, sick, and poor as well as the orphan. The centers of such 

philanthropic activities were the monasteries.59 Accordingly, a newly built 

monastery always had a place dedicated for use as an orphanage. The monks 

were in charge not only of the welfare of poor children but also of the task of 

finding husbands for destitute girls. Also, monasteries such as Saint Sava 

operated as hospitals for the sick and needy or as old people's hornes.40 "En 

effet", Zepos has told us, Yes Phanariots cnt deploy6 une activit6 remarcjuable 

dans ce secteur de la politique social, c'est oh la compassion et la 

philanthropic occupent une place pr(.ponderante".61 



Literature 

The Phanariot Byzantinism is also evident in their writings. Indeed, as 

in law and social policy, the Phanariot approach to literature and education 

reflected the literary habits and tradition of the Byzantines. In fact, the 

writings of the Greeks living under Ottoman domination remained, to a large 

measure, within the literary perimeters of medieval Byzantium, a natural 

consequence of the century and a half literary hiatus which took place after 

the fall of Constantinople. Accordingly, like the Byzantine, the coritent of this 

literary form is basically theological: catechisms, eulogies, liturgies, breviaries, 

and book services. But there are also collections of letters, epigrams, 

laudations, chronicles, school textbooks and poems.62 The works of the 

Phanariots belong to this form of literature and exhibit the same linguistic 

dichotomy, the same rhetoric, the same primacy of Christian teaching over 

secular knowledge, as does Byzantine literature. 

To demonstrate the above, one can point out the Phanariot imitation of 

the Byzantine conservative approach to ancient Greek language and thought, 

Indeed, to the Byzantine bureaucratic aristocracy, the Hellenic literature was 

only subject to study, imitation and commendation.63 For this reason, the 

Byzantines dealt mostly with the barren study of words, grammar, syntax and 

rhetorical expression, approaches that prevented them from grasping the 

essence of ancient Greek th0u~ht.64 As a result, Byzantine scholars were 

generally occupied with relatively trivial elements such as grammar, word- 

lists, quotations and proverbs, and consequently originality of thought and 

freshness of observation were impossible.65 Similarly, the Phanariots, by 

imitating the Byzantine approach to Hellenic language and learning, were 

deprived of the essence of Greek writings, while they were given the 

opportunity only to dabble in the superficialities and the format of the 



language. "11s lisaient H6rodoteU, wrote Jacovaky Rizo Neroulos, "pour son 

dialecte ionien et pour l'inimitable simplicit6 de son style, mais non pour y 

6tudier ce temps fecond en heros citoyens. La precision, la vigeur, la gravit6 

de Thucydide, 6taient leur unique object de recherches; mais il ne se 

souciaient guPre d'approfondir les causes des jalousies, des discordes et des 

haines qui diviserent les Grecs .... 11s lisaient D6mosthPne seulement pour son 

6loquence et sa force oratoire: ils ne rkfl6chissaient pas sur ses vertus 

civique".66 

A characteristic aspect of this attachment to the formality of the language 

was the high regard of the Phanariots for the art of rhetoric. Here indeed, the 

continuity of the Phanariot practice with that of the Byzantines is as clear as it 

is regrettable.. "Perhaps", professor Banes has asserted, "the most fatal legacy 

which the Greek kingdoms left to Byzantium was an education which was 

based upon the study of rhetoricV.67 Similarly, the Phanariot aristocracy had 

an almost religious attachment to rhetoric, which again indicates their desire 

to uphold formal Byzantine culture. 

This Phanariot Byzantinism, expressed by a love for rhetoric and 

formality, led them to another Byzantine trait : the linguistic dichotomy. The 

Byzantine cultural 6lite in Constantinople, as we have seen, regarded the use 

of the ancient Greek language as a very important aspect of their 

superiority.68 In fact, to speak and to write correctly, in what was thought to I 
be the old Attic language, distinguished the elect. In contrast, the partly I 
adulterated tongue(s) spoken by the lmt'er c!assss afid the peasantry was I 

despised. Similarly, the Phanariots distinguished between ~ V J G  idioms : the 

Hellenic, that is ancient Greek which was used for official and academic 

purposes; and the spoken (popular) tongue, which was considered vulgar and 

unsuitable for any serious purpose.69 In fact, the early Phanariots - like the 



Church and many contemporary intellectuals - refused to accept the 

possibility that the spoken language of the people could be enriched from the 

ancient sources and developed into a means of handling difficult ideas with 

precision.70 On the contrary, it seemed to them more suitable to call on the 

ancient language as a relatively complete and sophisticated instrument and to 

supplement its vocabulary as necessary. "[Alexandre] Mavrocordato", 

Dimaras tells us, "wrote in the archaic language, except in letters to his 

intimate friends; the spoken language, even in its most cultivated form, was 

for him only a servant destined for humble use. His directives and his 

recommendations are summarized in the following: study of ancient 

language and cultivate rhetoricn.71 For this reason, he was greatly annoyed 

when his sons wrote to him in the spoken tongue. "When will you cease, 0 

beloved ones" he exclaims in one of his letters to them "chattering in the 

dialect of the marketplace ?... Is this the result of your studies that you do not 

hesitate to speak barbarously to your father whom you know to prize the 

charms of rhetoric and artful elegance more than nectar and ambrosia".72 

Orthodox ecumenicitv and Christian self-awareness 

Apart from the similar approach to law and education, the Phanariot 

writings bear witness to the same range of interest and stock of assumed 

knowledge with those of the Byzantine itlite. That was due to the teachings of 

the Orthodox Church whose influence is evident in the literature of both 

groups.73 Indeed, as during the Byzantine period, the doctrines of the Greek 

church occupied a predominant position in the poiitical and cultural reality 

of eighteenth century Balkan society. As a resuit, Orthodox Christianity 

exercised a paramount influence on the self-awareness of the Balkan peoples. 

This powerful influence of the Patriarchate of Constantinople was a 

result of the Greek Church's assumption of a form of cultural and political 





primacy of the Christian teachings as prepared and compi!ed by Byzantine 

scholars and Church scripts, 

This Byzantine/Christian stock of teaching and assumed knowledge 

greatly influenced the early ~hanar io ts .~g And this also bears witness to the 

Phanariot adherence to Byzantine tradition. We can find a reflection of the 

above in Alexandre Mavrocordato's "historical" work called "History of 

Hebrews". There the author demonstrates a Byzantine stock of knowledge 

and interests and informs us that history is divided into six periods : the first 

two from Creation to Abraham, the third and fourth from Abraham to the 

Resurrection and the fifth and sixth from the Resurrection to the Second 

Coming. This is to be followed by a seventh period which is that of endless 

rest in heaven.79 This "History of Hebrews" is actually based on the authority 

of the Old Testament. Here, then, we witness a primacy of Christian teaching 

over history and philosophy. This primacy of Christian learning simply 

means that the early Phanariots kept their knowledge and philosophy in close 

touch with their Orthodox faith. Their historical or philosophical enquiry, 

then, was guided by their religious faith, unlike the western tendency (in 

modern times) to divorce secular knowledge from religion. In this respect, 

the early Phanariots were quite like the ~~zantines.80 

This Phanariot religious aspect can be seen in a letter of Nicolas 

Mavrocordato (son of Alexandros) in which he discusses the content of his 

book "Concerning Obligations" with Etienne Bergler, the translator of the 

Latin version published in 1722. Nicolas explains that "the book was written 

to the glory of God and the advancement of virtue among the Greeks, not . 

from motives of philosophical curiosityU.81 It is apparent, here, that 

Nicolas'educational inquiry was consummated by his Christian faith. To 

consider the Phanariots obscurantists, however, would be a mistake for there 



was another element in the complexity of their mind. In fact, the same man, 

Nicolas Mavrocordato, who wrote the above letter, had written in his book 

"Leisure Thoughts of Philotheos": "But meanwhile I admire and never cease 

from praising and encouraging those Moderns who have penetrated to the 

innermost recesses of nature and who by their remarkable studies in every 

field of learning have made countless discoveries no less true than novel; so 

that often enough it occurs to me to say that if were possible for the sag€ 

Aristotle to come to life again he would confess himself to be defeated 

outright in both physics and theories of morals and character, and would 

gladly become the pupil of such rnen".82 

This passage suggests a knowledge of the writings of Galileo, Newton 

and Locke. Indeed, the Phanariots, often educated in the west, were very 

much aware of western humanism.83 Their religious belief, however, was 

genuine since they had been brought up under the teachings of the Greek 

Orthodox Church whose educational influence was paramount in the 

Balkans until the late eighteenth century. Indeed, until the emergence of the 

bourgeois spirit during the 1770s and the 1790s, most Greek ihinkers and 

teachers were ecclesiastics and therefore obliged to go along with the external 

pressure of the Church and their own theological predilections. Such 

exemptions as Eugenios Vulgaries, who attempted to reform the ecclesiastical 

system of education by introducing modern phiIosophy and science, were 

swiftly attacked and e~~el led .84  This clerical influence in cooperation with 

the increasing Phanariot westernism produced, by the turn of eighteenth 

cmtury, a for= of "religious hurnanisni" wXicti lasted until the 2790s.85 

This, "intellectual compromise" between the westernized Phanariots 

and the Church establishment had an effect on both sides. On the one hand, 

an intellectual approach that we may call, to use term Cavarnos, 



"Christian Eclecticism" became popular in Phanariot circles; namely the 

principle of allowing the free study of any non-religious knowledge, and the 

appropriation of those elements in it that can be assimilated organically into 

Christian teaching.86 A good example is the writings of Nicolas 

Mavrocordato. "I1 a bien btudier", wrote Borge Kniis, "les anciens 

philoshophes et leur fait de nombreaux renvois, mais il s'en rapporte aussi 2i 

la Sainte Ecriture et aux P&res de 1'Eglice. Les deux piliers de sa philosophie 

sont la parfaite honnetetb de l'antiquitk grecque et la vertu chrktienne, des 

reflexions antiques et chrbtiennes slentrerm?lent, l'esprit grec et la foi 

chretiennes s'unissent dans ses pensbes".87 

On the other hand, since the late seventeenth century, the Church, 

under the influence of Phanariot westernism and the leadership of brilliant 

clergymen such as Dositheos of Jeruselem and Chrysanthos Notaras, 

supported this religious humanism as a means of containing Catholic 

e~~ansion.88 But the treaty of Belgrade (1739) inaugurated in the Near East an 

era of Austrian containment, Russian expansion, and French enlightened 

influence.89 As a result of these developments, the Orthodox Church's 

confidence was strengthened and became more tolerant towards western 

humanism. Indeed, in the period between the 1740s and 1770s the 

Patriarchate, feeling less threatened by the Catholic Church, expressed a more 

conciliatory intellectual approach towards the West, because the Catholic 

Church, absorbed in its own difficulties with the Enlightenment, gave only 

seondary importance to its efforts at proselytism.90 But this period also 

corresponds precisely with the high point of Phanariot financial and 

administrative influence over the Church. Indeed, by the middle of the 

eighteenth century, the Greek aristocracy had completed a gradual infiltration 

into the ecclesiastic establishment and, by holding high lay offices within the 



Patriarchate, influenced ecclesiastical policy.91 In fact, it is not an accident that 

the most enlightened Patriarchate of the period, Samuel Chatzeris was a 

Phanariot who protected the sciences and gave the Patriarchate great 

authority.92 

So, from the 1680s to the 1770s, the Phanariot experience contributed to 

spreading some western influence in Constantinople and the Ottoman 

occupied Balkars - although it is important not to exaggerate either the 

earliness or the speed of these changes. This western influence on the Balkan 

peoples will be treated extensively in the third chapter. For now, it is 

sufficient to say that, with the ascendancy of the Phanariots, a new, more 

progressive, spirit had started to be formulated in the Christian aristocratic 

circles of the Near East. This progressive element, however, although 

promoting an active implementation of neo-Byzantine ideas and liberation 

from the Turks, was not a revolutionary one. In fact, these enlightened 

aristocrats were convinced that an uprising would be foolish and hopeless 

and that the only hope for deiiverance lay with the great powers, especially 

with Russia whose policy towards the declining Ottomans had become 

markedly more aggressive by the middle of the eighteenth century.93 In fact, 

this belief in Russia was common among the Greeks and was due primarily 

to the Orthodox Church's Messianic Byzantinism : the belief in the 

restoration of the Byzantine Empire not by internal revolution but by a 

providential intervention of Russia. 

THE RUSSIAN FACTOR 

The idea of a Christian crusade to save or to restore Byzantium had 

sustained the Greeks for centuries, but never more so than the Orthodox 

Russia in the leading role. The reasons were historical and religious. Indeed, 



the Greek ties with Russia were very old. Professor Zakynthinos tells us that 

from the conversion of Russia to Christianity in 989, "the presence of Greek 

priests and artists in Kiev played a fundamental part in the organization of 

the Russian Church, the development of Russian culture, the formation of 

the Russian law, the philosophy of the government and the promotion of art 

and lettersfl.94 Norman Banes also talks about the five Byzantine gifts to 

Russia : "her religion, her law, her view of the world, her art and writingW.95 

Furthermore, after the fall of Constantinople, the marriage of Ivan 111 with 

the Byzantine princess Sophia, in 1472, greatly strengthened the Greco- 

Russian ties. Members of the great Byzantine families, churchmen, and 

intellectuals sought refuge in Russia, a fact which led Russia towards the 

doctrine of Moscow as the Third ~ome.96 

This old tradition persisted with the rise of Muscovite Russia, and was 

reinforced by the common Catholic threat to the Eastern Orthodox faith.97 

Ever since the fall of Constantinople, the integrity and continuity of a rich 

Byzantine Orthodox past were at stake. Non-Orthodox peoples, like the 

Polish, Venetians and Austrians, were very successful and by the late 

seventeenth century Muscovite Russia was the only state in which Eastern 

Orthodoxy was followed by both rulers and ruled.98 

As a result, in the seventeenth century the role of Muscovite Russia 

became decisive in the religio- political fortunes of the Orthodox ~as t .99  It 

was, however, only at the turn of the eighteenth century, with the reign of 

Jerusalem, that the Orthodox forces started to achieve some significant 

success.100 As a result, the religio-political fortunes of ecumenical Orthodoxy 

were substantially improved. The educational and missionary successes 

against the Jesuits testified to that, as well as the Russian expansion in the 



steppe and the generally weakened position of the Ottoman empire.lOl Basic 

to such improvement in the fortunes of the Orthodox East was the growing 

realization by the Greeks that defence of the faith rested not only on its 

ideological purity but on the cultivation of a Russian financial, political and 

(beginning with Peter the Great) military support.102 It was in such a religio- 

political environment that Phanariot ascendancy took place withir, the 

Ottoman lands. Those of the Phanariots who looked to Russia as the liberator, 

took it as a duty to sustain and expand the old Greco/Russizrr ties and play a 

prominent role in Russian relations with the Greek East. 

The Phanariots as a class, however, had additional, and more realistic, 

reasons to be inspired by Russia. Indeed, the Phanar aristocrats were oligarchs 

and had, despite their enlightened nuances, absolutist propensities.103 Their 

main concern was how to wed their neo-Byzantine vision with their 

increasing sense of Greek self-awareness. In fact, in the course of the 

eighteenth century, Russia offered them an irresistible model for the 

inevitable fusion of Byzantine imperialism and nationalism.l04 In other 

words, the Rissian state offered the Phanariots a "happy" combination of the 

union of various ethnic groups under one language and one religion; but 

also, and more importantly, Russia offered a model of "Byzantine" strong 

monarchy, centralized government, administrative nobility and bureaucratic 

order. For after all, the Phanariot neo-Byzantine vision never included 

fundamental social changes, and the Greek aristocrats knew that they were 

going to lose rather than gain if they supported a change of the Ottoman 

system which they (or their patron) could not control. What they had in 

mind, as far as their neo-Byzantinism is concerned, was the establishment of 

a new empire ruled firmly by a strong Orthodox monarch and governed by a 

Greek political and ecclesiastical nobility. The Russian absolutist model, 



therefore, suited them perfectly. "11s esphraient ...", wrote Alexandre Stourdza, 

"avec le concours russe, le retablissment de leur ancient empire Byzantine, 

dans lequel ils s'attendaient B jouer un role encore plus important que dans 

celui des 0ttomans".105 Thus, the Phanariot wmld stretched from Moscow to 

Jerusalem or Alexandria, the world of Eastern absolutism and Orthodoxy. 

Gradually the Phanariots included a Hellenism, but without an Athens. 

Indeed, as far as the Greek aristocracy was concerned, the rights and needs of 

the "Demos" had been lost in the centuries of religious intolerance and 

eastern despotism. 106 

The absolutist element was present in the Ottoman empire and so were 

the privileges of the Greek aristocracy. But political and economic advantages 

could not always compensate for psychological and religious subjugation. To 

a point, actually, the Phanariots were content with the Ottoman reality and as 

a rule exhorted the Christians to respect the Sultan, but they were also aware 

of their weakness under the existing situation. Although exercising (through 

the Church) a civil authority over the Ottoman Christians, they knew that 

their power was subject to the whim of the Ottoman rulers. At once 

pampered and scorned, privileged and persecuted, they wavered between 

loyalty and sedition towards the Ottoman masters, never forgetting that, in 

fact, they were Christians subjugated to Moslems. "The trouble stems", 

Alexandros Mavrocordatos wrote, "from the fact that the Turks are extremely 

contemptuous towards the Christians. To make matters worse, the Sultan is 

constantly changing his ministers. I have succeeded by dint of great exertion 

to win one Vizier's favour; but now he has fallen and another has taken his 

place, and then another. Each time I have to start afreshU.l07 

To be sure, as long as the Sultan was omnipotent, the Phanariot 

aristocracy had to accept the situation. Yet, they were very aware that the 



emperor was a moslem. And when the Sultan became gradually weaker and 

his rule progressively corrupt and tyrannical, many Phanariots turned to 

another emperor who was both Christian and Orthodox : The Tsar of 

~ussia.lO8 By the middle of the eighteenth century, when policy towards the 

Ottomans became markedly more aggressive, and Russia replaced Austria as 

the principle foe of the Sublime Porte, the Phanariots were convinced that 

Russia would be the ultimate liberator of the Greeks. Traditional religious 

ties, political affin!ty and the nostalgic Byzantine vision were thus responsible 

for the effectiveness of Russian overtures in the Near East. Russia's ascendant 

position in the eighteenth century gave new credibility to the hopes for a 

revived Byzantium, including prospects for liberation from the Turks and 

reestablishment of Orthodox rule in Constantinople. As a result, a host of 

Phanariot intellectuals and high-placed officials within Ottoman lands were 

drawn into a Russian orbit.109 

MESSIANIC BYZANTINISM 

The fascination, however, which the Greeks felt for Russia, in this 

crucial period of their history, was clearly too strong to be attributed to mere 

tactical considerations in the struggle for liberation. In fact, there was also a 

mystical element concerning the image of Russia as a liberator which was 

propagated for centuries by the Greek Church : Messianic Byzantinism. That 

was the unwavering belief in oracles and prophesies that the Greek empire of 

the East would in God's time be resurrected in all its pristine majesty, 

Kordatos tells us that since the fifteenth century the Greek priesthood had 

done everything in its power to perpetuate the myths, prophesies, messianic 

oracles, religious apochrypha and pseudo-historical chronicles which even in 

the last decades before the revolution circulated widely in the Greek world 



and profoundly influenced the great majority of the Greeks.110 These popular 

literary forms had reached a climax of popularity among the Greek populace 

in the second half of the eighteenth century. That was because the Phanariots 

- in accordance with the Byzantine theory of sovereignty as a celestial trust - 

had sought to reinforce this messianic element in Greek thought which was 

still truly representative of the Greek collective mentality.lll An example of 

this Phanariot utilisation of the prophetic genre can be seen in the case of the 

oracle af Leo the Wise. He prophesied that a certain providential ox would 

bellow when the long awaited emperor John came to liberate Constantinople. 

Accordingly, the emblem of Moldavia was an ox-head and all the Phanariot 

princes, on their accession to the Throne, assumed the ceremonial name of 

~ohn.112 

It appears, then, that the Phanariots used the prophesies in order to 

reinforce the belief in the resurrection of the Greek empire. Indeed, the 

writers of the Phanariot milieu, such as K. Dapontes, C. Karatza, and D. 

Photinos, had always invested God with an important role in the Greco- 

Byzantine regeneration.l13 But there is also evidence that the Phanariots 

themselves believed in these prophesies. For example, after the 

disappointing, for the Greeks, end of the Russo-Turkish war of 1768-1774, C. 

Dapontes had to say the following : "The time appointed by the oracles for the 

restoration was 320 years after the Conquest, and it so happened that this time 

coincided with the six years war when (the Russians) approached the City 

(Constantinople), surrounded it and were on the point of taking it but they 

did not take it ..., if ... He (God) saw fit that the utterances of so many 

astronomers ... and Saints should prove vain in preference to giving the 

empire to men (Turks) unworthy not only of this empire but of life itself, 

now how is it possible henceforth that the resurrection of the Roman 



(Byzantine) Empire should happen when no assurance of oracle concerning 

this has remainedU.ll4 

As is apparent from Dapontes. iamentations, these prophesies for the 

most part told, either explicitly or implicitly, of the liberation of the Greeks 

from the Turkish yoke. In fact, those that appear to have circulated most 

widely were the prophesies attributed to "Agathangelos". John hTikolopoulos 

tells us that they were forgeries compiled by archimandrite Theoklitos 

Polyeides in a pamphlet that enjoyed ~traordinary popularity in the second 

half of the eighteenth century and which were characteristically dedicated to 

Gregorios Ghikas, prince of Moldavia (1764-67).115 

This collection of prophesies predicted the destruction of the "Latin 

Pride" and celebrated the rising star of Russia and its emperors who "will 

spread Christ's victorious banner over Byzantium and will destroy the power 

of the Ismaelites". In consequence, "the Orthodox faith will be raised high and 

will spread from East to West ... the Barbarian will shudder and trembling will 

retreat in panic abandoning the Metropolis of the World. Then God will be in 

his glory".l16 

These hopes must have seemed far more realistic in the 1760's and early 

1770's in the face of the Russo-Turkish conflicts and the shifting of the 

international balance of power.l17 Certainly the Greek hopes for a revived 

Byzantium had been transformed into a fever of anticipation with Catherine 

11's project of a restored Byzantine empire under her Greek-speaking 

grandson Constantine. The Phanariot princes played a dominant role in this 

period of excitement and anticipation and, in turn, were embraced and 

protected by Russia. Gregorios Ghikas defected to Russia shortly after the 

declaration of war in 1768. Ghikas, a Russian client, was reinstated on the 

Moldavian throne under the terrns dictated by Russia to Turkey at Kiichiik 



Kainardji (1774). 118 Even after the assassination of Ghikas (1777), unofficial 

Phanariot ties with Russia continued, especially through the newly 

established Russian consulates within Ottoman lands. In fact, Alexandre 

Mavrocordato, the Moldavian hospodar, developed a plan to stir up the 

Balkan Christians against the Ottomans, and with Russian help, to effect the 

establishment of a pan-Orthodox state in the ~alkans.119 For this reason, at 

the outset of the Catherine's second Russo-Trrrkish war, in 1787, A. 

Mavrocordato took refuge in southern Russia and remained in the Russian 

empire after the war. 120 

These Russo-Phanariot ties were to continue and along with them a 

portion of Messianic and imperial Byzantinism. Even when Catherine's 

plans failed to materialize in the 4770's and 1790 '~~  some Phanariots insisted 

on seeing that as only a postponement, to be dealt with in the reign of 

Catherine's other grandson, Alexander, who bore a Greek imperial name 

perhaps even more evocative than Constantine. But something had started to 

change in the Greek world after the Russo-Turkish war of 1768-1774 and the 

abortive revolution of 1770's. First, the terms of the Russo-Turkish treaty of 

Kiichiik Kainardzi (1774) became the catalyst of a socio-economic 

reorganization in the Balkan world; a fact which generated new economic 

classes and by the 17901s, new ethics and. ways of learning. The war, in 

addition, had not resulted (as the prophesy wanted) in the liberation of 

Constantinople, and therefore, the treaty of Kiichiik Kainardzi, favorable as it 

was to Greek interests, aroused profound di~a~~ointment.121 Moreover, in 

the last decade of the eighteenth cent~ry, it became clear even tro the 

Phanariots that religious and traditional sympathy was not enough to sway 

the Russian court, who proved capable of neglecting their co-religionists 

when they were no longer of use. Furthermore, by the 1790ts, the European 



scene and international circumstances had changed as well. The traditional 

historiography of the Eastern Question asserts that the Ottoman empire was 

far more vulnerable to partition in the decades prior to Catherine 11's second 

Russo-Turkish war of 1787-92. After this period, the more tangible 

involvement of Great Britain in the Eastern Question and the subsequent 

preoccupation of Europe with Napoleon served greatly to internationalize the 

problem of Ottoman weakness and thus limit the potential for grandiose 

partition plans of either Russia or ~ustria.122 Finally, by the 1790's, a new 

cultural upsurge took place in the Greek world which, based on a new 

bourgeois spirjt, promoted a new emphasis on Hellenism and education, and 

focused on the creation of an independent Greek state with its own distinct 

national character. As a result of all the above developments, the indigenous 

Balkan peoples, especially under the impact of the French Revolution and 

Napoleonic Conquests, became increasingly less disposed to the notion of 

outside liberation. In fact, this turnabout in the loyalties of key Balkan 

national figures has been largely responsible for the negative treatment 

accorded to Phanariots by subsequent generations of writers who, using a 

post-Napoleonic national standard, judged the Russophile and paternalistic 

Greek aristocracy as anti-national.123 

CONCLUSION 

Thus, coexisting with the hope of a future Helleno-Turkish partnership, 

there was also a Byzantine vision in the Phanariot mind. Accordingly, the 

Greek zristocrzcy strove to recover for themselves the Byzantine past as a 

first step towards the materialization of their dream to revive, in time, the 

Greek empire of the Bosporus. In doing that, the Phanariots tried to present 

themselves as descendents of the Byzantine klites, and as heirs, trustees and 



representatives of the Byzantine formal culture which, based on Orthodoxy, 

Roman law, Greek culture and language, had welded together for centuries 

the heterogeneous elite elements in the Balkans and Anatolia. This culture 

not only survived the Ottoman conquest but, incorporated in the Christian 

culture, had by the eighteenth century spread to the popular level, forming a 

common Balkan bond. Following this tradition, the Phanariots spread Greek 

culture and language to the Moldo-Wallachian nobility, upheld Orthodox 

ecumenicity, and sustained the messianic belief in providential emancipation 

by Russia. But more realistically, the Phanariots wished to utilize the Russian 

model in their effort to combine a Pan-Orthodox and Byzantine self- 

awareness with the increasing Greek ethnic distinction. Based on this 

combination, they had designs on an alternative to Helleno-Turkism which 

appeared possible as Turkish power waned: an Orthodox multinational state, 

based on Greek culture and language and a Russian type oligarchic/ 

bureaucratic political system under themselves or in cooperation with an 

offspring of the Russian dynasty. 

By the last decade of the eighteenth century, however, the first cracks 

appeared in the Phanariot edifice of Neo-Byzantine imperialism, particularly 

in its aspects of Messianic Byzantinism and Russian aid. The prophesies had 

been proven wrong, and a new, more rational spirit, incited by an invigorated 

bourgeoisie, strengthened the Phanariot doubts about the old ways - 

particularly as the Church had shifted from conservatism to reaction. Still 

fearing, however, the emerging social structure, the Phanariots remained 

hopeful of Russian cooperation. But they also perceived Russia's ability to 

betray the Greek cause if the Greeks were no longer of use. So in this critical 

period, some Greek aristocrats, with their position weakened vis-a-vis 

Turkish authority, bourgeois liberalism, church reaction, and Russian 



opportunism, felt the need to look elsewhere for support. The obvious choice 

was France, since the disappointment with the messianic and Byzantine 

hopes came about at a time when French rationalism was beginning to exert 

some real impact upon the better educated Greeks. Besides, by 1804, Napoleon 

had proclaimed himself an emperor. 
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The Nec-Hellenists 

Let those who disparage the present 

time for its unproductiweness and 

poverty keep silent. Nature has not 

been reduced to such sterility. No, 

God has given an Athens to Hellas. 

Alexandve Mavrocordato" 

In the previous two chapters, we witnessed a Greek aristocracy conscious 

of their special position as Ottoman administrators but equally aware of their 

role as leaders of a community defined by Byzantine culture, Greek language 

and Orthodox Christian tradition. Accordingly, from their ascendancy as a 

political force in the 16801s, the Phanariots utilized political sagacity and the 

cultivation of letters to distinguish successive Phanariot generations both as 

Ottoman officials and as heirs of Byzantium. But they were also 

representatives of a new cultural orientation which produced the first Greco- 

Western understanding in the Turkish occupied Balkans. This new cultural 

trend - based on Phanariot intellectual curiosity about the West and 

Orthodox introspection - was heavily influenced by medieval Christian 

teachings; a fact which united the Church of Constantinople and the 

Phanariot aristocracy in a common educational activity for the greater part of 

the eighteenth century. This intellectual and cultural compromise did not 

allow fundamental western ideas such as liberalism and, to some extent, 



secularism to be part of the early Phanariot world. As a result, the early 

Phanariot mind had acquired a strong Byzantine color. Consequently, the 

Phanariots worked for a restored Byzantium and to achieve their goal 

employed poiitical flexibility and education. 

The Phanariot-promoted cultural upsurge aisc had a political aspect. in 

fact, the ascendancy of the Phanariot class allowed the reawakening of a 

Greco/Byzantine political self-awareness which had been superseded, since 

the Ottoman conquest, by a Church-promoted religious identity. As a result, 

the Phanariot cultural upsurge also had a political aim : the awakening of 

the Greek "ra-ce" not only as opposed to Catholic and Moslem proselytization 

but also in relation to its pre-Ottoman and pre-Christian past. For the 

Phanariots this meant the realization of the "Great Idea", namely the 

supremacy of Hellenism in the Balkans and western Anatolia. This 

aspiration implied arr imperial destiny for the Greeks and there lies the third 

dimension of the Pnanariot psyche : the distinction of the Greek "race". 

This Hellenic aspect of the Phanariot mind was always there, since a 

form of Hellenism was part of the Byzantine formal culttlre. Moreover, the 

earlv Phanariot westernism had allowed a glance at western rationalism 

which itself contained elements of the Hellenic past. In the late eighteenth 

century, however, the Hellenic sentiment gained momentum due mainly to 

the increasing influence of enlightened European thought. The arrival of 

western travellers in the Balkans spread European ncoclassicisrn, and 

informed the educated Greeks about the new universal respect in the West 

for the ancient Greek civilization. The Greeks of the diaspora, also, as well as 

the rising Balkan bourgeoisie, contributed to the dissemination of western 

ideas. Particularly after the treaty of Kiichiik Kainardji (1774), the Greek 

enterprising and professional class, armed with new confidence, acquired a 



more coherent character and started to express its own particular intellectual 

needs which amounted to an admiration of pre- Christian Hellenism and 

western thought. All the above, combined with the disillusionment towards 

the old ways represented by the Church, gave a tremendous impetus to 

Hellenism and enlightened education, and served as an accelerator toward 

disconnecting a great number of the Phanariots from the religious re,m-ession 

and educational pedantry. 

In spite of this later development, however, the Phanariot mind 

remained complex and variable, In fact, this new stage of Phanariot national 

conscience amounted to a continuity of conservative and traditional ideas 

which, by the turn of the century, were evolving under a mounting - but not 

dominant - western influence. Hence, although in the second half of the 

eighteenth century Greek self-distinction emerged out of Phanariot 

Byzantinism, we also see a form of Byzantinism which continued to exist. For 

this reason, the Pha~ariot  n ind  evolved a political hybrid based on 

enlightened education, autocracy and Greek self-awareness, a hybrid 

embodying the conflicting elements of the age : reason, authority, and 

sentiment. Thus, for all their Ottomanism and diplomatic opportunism, the 

Phanariots were believers in the historical dinstinction of the Greek "race", 

and their main concern, from the second half of the eighteenth century 

onward, was how to wed their neo-Byzantine vision with the increasing 

sense of Greek self-awareness. 

EARLY HELLENISM AND ORTHODOX CHRISTIANITY 

. As we have seen, Hellenism was part of the Byzantine formal culture. In 

fact, there is evidence that the Byzantine Empire was becoming increasingly 

Greek in the last two centuries before its fall.1 After the Ottoman conquest 



this spirit of Hellenism did not perish. For one, it survived ir, the Venetian 

occupied Greek lands such as Crete and the Ionian 1slands.2 But also, learned 

Greeks from Constantinople, the Greek mainland and the Greek islands, 

sought refuge in Italy and France, and contributed to the new Humanism of 

the Renaissance which largely represented a return to the rationalism of 

Greek antiquity.3 The seed sown by these early r2fugees fructified from the 

early sixteenth century onward in the founding of Greek educational centers 

in Italy, a development which served to maintain the Greek tradition and 

learning, and to produce teachers who in time would bring back to Greece the 

light of kn0wled~e.4 

Hellenism survived also in the occupied lands. There, however, its spirit 

was under the yoke of Orthodox dogma. In fact, since Byzantine times, the 

Orthodox Church had attempted a Christianization of Hellenic thought, 

turning the Byzantine empire into a Christian state: apocalyptic and 

intolerant towards ideas that could, by their rationality, spread doubt among 

the faithful.5 This hostility of the Byzantine ecclesiastical establishment to 

Hellenic intellectualism was due to two reasons: fear that Hellenism would 

become a channel towards paganism and heresy, and hatred towards the Latin 

West which by fifteenth century had becoine the true heir of Greco-Latin 

civilization. 

It appears, then, that Orthodox Christianity was the enemy of the essence 

of Hellenism, namely the expression of the creative spirit of the Hellenic era 

represented by Greek philosophy and Drama. The Byzantine lay elites had 

traditionally collaborated with these ecclesiastic inclinations. That was 

because the ecclesiastical claims were spiritual and did not threaten the 

secular power of the 4Etes. Moreover, the elites were accustomed to receiving 

their Hellenic culture embodied in Orthodox doctrines and therefore already 



diluted and Christianized. But by the thirteenth century, there were also signs 

suggesting that a Greek "renaissance" was in the making6 Indeed, several 

historians have expressed the opinion that the Byzantine empire was 

gradually becoming more and more Greek in a psliiical sense. ~ccording  to 

this view, the gradual loss of the Latin West (both spiritually and temporally), 

Syria, Egypt, Anatolia, and finally Constantinople itself (1204) awakened an 

"ethnic" awareness among the Byzantines, particularly the bureaucratic dite 

and the intellectuals. The result was a more pronounced Greekness, and 

therefore rationalism, which gave birth to some liberal minded intellectuals 

such as Nicephoros Blemmydes, George Acropolite, and later Bessarioon, 

Chrysoloras, George Gemistos, and Marc Mousouros.7 

This humanistic and protonationalist process was certainly destroyed by 

the fall of ~onstant ino~le.8 Many liberal minded scholars emigrated to the 

West, leaving the conservatives and the religious fanatics in charge of the 

occupied territories. The Ottoman conquest thus resulted in the 

strengthening of the Christian dogmatic views, since it created a new political 

status for the Orthodox Patriarchate. Indeed the Church, invigorated by 

Turkish protection, assumed not only spiritual but also temporal powers and 

focused undistractedly on the completion of the Christianization of 

Hellenism. This new situation is demonstrated fully by the famous 

exclamation of Gennadius, the first Patriarch under the Ottomans: "I may be a 

Hellene in language but not otherwise; for I am a christian1'.9 

Hellenism, nevertheless, did not perish under the Church. On the 

contrary, some historians have asserted that the Orthodox Church, by 

incorporating Hellenic culture into Christian learning, became the preserver 

of a form of Greek culture, language and, in short, Greek "nationalism".lO 

But the activities of the Orthodox hierarchy, although they preserved a 



knowledge of Hellenic literature and language, resulted in a form of anti- 

western ecclesiastical Hellenism which denounced Greek antiquity as 

heretical and un-Christian. In other words, the Hellenistic background of the 

Orthodox Church was suppressed by its religious identity, and therefore 

Greeks became identified with Christian Orthodoxy. As a result, the 

ecclesiastic Hellenism was not a national sentiment in the political sense, and 

therefore, until the late seventeenth century, there was not a secular "ethnic" 

feeling in the Greek communities of the occupied territories. In that sel?.se, 

the political "ethnic" awareness that had emerged after 1204 among the 

Byzantine 6lites was completely superseded by a religious identity. 

THE BEGINNING OF WESTERN INFLUENCE AND THE FIRST WAVE OF 

POLITICAL SELF-AWARENESS 

The Orthodox denial of pre-Christian Hellenism and western 

rationalism was very detrimental to the Balkan Christians for it created an 

"iron curtain" (to use a term of L. Stavrianos) which cut off the Balkan 

civilization from the rest of Europe, Consequently, in the following centuries 

the Balkan Christians were isolated not only, as is often suggested, by the 

Ottoman conquest but also by the religious intransigence of their ~hurch.11 

Under the surface, however, western (Latin) influence was by the latter half of 

the seventeenth century gaining ground in the Balkan territories, 

undermining the foundations of Orthodoxy. A part in this development had 

been played by the Greek savants of the diaspora, such as Nicolas Sophianos, 

who represented a window to contemporary Western world for the enslaved 

~reeks .12  Another vehicle of early European infiltration was western trade 

which affected the economies and thinking of many parts of the world 

including the Balkans. In fact, the late seventeenth century witnessed the 



creation of Greek urban communities in the Ottoman empire. Armed with 

special privileges, particularly after the treaty of Carlovitz (1699), these 

communities gradually attained a great commercial importance. 

Furthermore, the Scientific Revolution of the West attracted the attentim of 

the Balkan scholars. Indeed, the scientific breakthroughs of people such as 

Galileo provided Orthodox intellectuals with a reason to compromise with 

the West. After all, the latter no longer exported only Catholic Christianity 

and Greco/Latin philosophy, but also a scientific and secular approach to 

knowledge which had started to become, to a degree, acceptable to a gradually 

growing number of educated ~ r e e k s . 1 3  Thus, toward the close of the 

seventeenth century the Orthodox intellectuals diffidently inscribed 

themselves as students in a new-model n7estern school and, therefore, a slow 

process of educational emancipation started to develop in the ~alkans.14 

The primary recipient of this new way of thinking was the wealthy lay 

Greek element of Constantinople, which little by little had been able to come 

to power in the Ottoman administration. Only the wealthy and urban Greeks 

could benefit from the new knowledge as only they had both the necessary 

ieisure and motivation to study as well as the means to travel abroad. 

Accordingly, the new way of thinking was spread primarily to the Balkans 

and Constantinople by the many wealthy Greeks who had the opportunity to 

read the Greek savants of the diaspora, to meet western traders, or to go 

abroad and study (particularly at the university of Padua) and return with 

westernized views.15 A great majority of these western educated Greeks 

belonged to the class of the Phanariots who brought to the intellectual morass 

of Orthodoxy a fresh sense of curiosity and energy. In fact, the rise of the 

Phanariots as a social class (along with the development of new urban 

centers) generated a "new order" in the Balkan world. Indeed, the period 



from the 1680's to the French Revolution witnessed (for the first time since 

the Conquest) the beginning and the gradual development of an opposition 

to old dogmas, an educational emancipation, and an organization of new 

ideas in order to spread encyclopeciic and scientific knowledge to Greeks. 

These innovations were often encouraged by the Phanariots who (perhaps 

without fully realizing it) "inaugurated a new era of ~ellenism.16 

The Phanariots, therefore, were, on the whole, a progressive element 

and became an important factor in the promotion of Greek culture. Brought 

up in the cosmopolita~l environment of the Ottoman capital, and having 

studied in the West, they were more advanced culturally than the rest of the 

Greeks. In fact, the new aristocracy which rose in the late seventeenth century 

was superior in terms of education to anything the Ottoman lands had ever 

produced. This was due to internal as well as external reasons. First, at the 

time of the ascendancy of the Phanariot class, European techno-economic 

development had initiated a socio-economic process that was gradually 

reducing the Turkish Empire to a political, technological and economic client, 

instead of an enemy of the ~ e s t . 1 ~  In fact, a great part of the age of Ottoman 

expansion and fanaticism was over, and the new era needed a bureaucratic 

class to take care of Ottoman diplomacy aitd business.18 This social and 

political position was occupied by the Phanariots who, in combination with 

their commercial and professional activities, became the original Ottoman 

bourgeoisie, that is a "nobility of the robe" that was not above business 

transactions. This development had as a resirlt an open-mindedness, usually 

associated with enterprising and professional groups.lg But it also entailed 

the accumulation of great wealth which allowed the Phanariot youth to study 

abroad. There, they were able to experience first hand the various 



philosophic and religious disputes which since the sixteenth century had 

shaken the European socio-political establishment. 

This new European awareness also had a particular attraction for Greek 

youths for it emphasized the indebtedness of western civilization to the 

Hellenic past. Indeed, the scientific and political thought of the age (as well as 

the sixteenth century irruption of Platonism and the legacy of Erasmus, 

Luther, Shakespeare and Rabelais) had created an intellectual evolution 

based on the Hellenic spirit of freedom of thought through humanism. This 

devdopment completed the reconstruction of Greco-Latin classicism started 

by the Italian ~enaissance.20 

The Phanariots thus benefitted from both the internal Ottoman realities 

and European developments. The result was, first, the development of a 

secular center of power outside the Church's direct influence. That gave the 

Greek-speaking Orthodox Christians (entirely conditioned hitherto by their 

cultural, "ethnic", and linguistic relation to the Patriarchate) a new secular 

basis of influence, power and national allegiance.21 

On the other hand, the Phanariots, by sending their sons to the West to 

study, found their Hellenic inheritance and claimed it back. United by this 

new pride, they were no longer just "Christian slaves of the Turks" for they 

had discovered that a universal respect had been formed in the West for 

ancient Greek civilization. This new self-pride, a sentiment similar to Greco- 

Byzantine Proto-nationalism, represented the first signs of a political, and 

therefore secular, view of ethnicity among Greek speaking Ottoman subjects. 

And it was, considering the realities of the age, the first timid step towards a 

gradual breakdown of the universal concept of Orthodoxy, and its conversion 

into a Greco/Byzantine political identity that envisioned the " Balkan and 

Anatolian Greece" of the Patriarchate's religious jurisdiction as the territorial 



limits of a political state. As a result of this combination of internal and 

external developments, Greek self-awareness acquired a political identity that 

had not existed since the Ottoman conquest. D.A. Zakynthinos has observed 

in this connection that : "the main achievement of the administrative 

aristocracy .... was that it gave the enslaved Greek people a political 

individuality, scope for a political career and a field within which it could 

radiate political, (and) cultural influence ... This political life was a fruitful 

experience for the Greeks as a whole because it not only brought out the 

ability of the higher ranking political and cultural leaders of the nation but 

also secured for the Greeks a leading position in the Ottoman administration 

and among the other subject peoples".22 

It appears, then, that the Fhanariot mind had been formed from its 

inception under the impact of secular (that is political, economic and social) 

forces which had colored it with a proto-nationalistic but also modernist 

nuance. The Phanariots, however, had to be very careful in the early years 

vis-a-vis the Turkish authority and the Patriarchate. For this reason, the role 

of the early Phanariots appears dubious and enigmatic. For instance, 

Alexandre Mavrocordato had this to say regarding the influence .jf the West : 

"I have often deplored the fact that Greeks who have gone abroad have not 

only acquired disgusting and spurious manners, but have also polluted their 

minds with alien doctrines and have drawn thousands of simple souls into 

the same abominations. Would that they had suffered shipwreck upon their 

The above quotation bears witness to a conservative mind. Yet, the 

same person, Aiexandre ~avrocorciato, wrote to his children the following: 

"Let those who disparage the present time for its unproductiveness and 

poverty keep silent. Nature has not been reduced to such sterility. No, God 



has given an Athens to  ella as ...".24 The awareness of the greatness of the 

Hellenic past is obvious in this second quotation and the above juxtaposition 

suggests a learned man who was, however, very sensitive to the duties and 

obligations of his position to the Orthodox community and, particularly, the 

Ottoman government. 

Similarly, we encounter the same enigmatic and ambiguous attitude in 

Alexandre's son hTicoias. On the one hand, his writings are full of moralistic 

conservatism, tradition and dogmas, supported by constant reference to, 

mostly biblical, authority. Yet, G. Henderson writes that "The picture of him 

as a rather time-marking traditionalist ... requires modification in at least two 

respects. The first concerns his platonism. To express his moralistic outlook 

he draws on ideas from classicai as well as Christian t;2dition, in a thoroughly 

eclectic way. But the point is that he derives inspiration, and a cast of thought, 

from Plato (notably from the Phedo, Republic and Laws) at least as much as 

Aristotle. His gsnerai allegiance to Plato is new; and if Plato be counted a 

liberating influence, then (Nicolas) Mavrocordato did his best to open up 

Greek education in this respect".25 

So it appears that there was a secular Proto-nationalism in the Phanariot 

mind that we have called already Greco-Byzantine Proto-nationalism. Its 

difference from ecclesiastic self-distinction was its new pride in Greek 

antiquity, its association with the Byzantine intellectual klites, and an 

appreciation of western knowledge. Actually, Cornelia Dima-Dragan has 

offered us plenty of evidence regarding the Phanariot modern Humanism 

and universal culture: a vast collection of books of both the old and the new 
qr -. 

learning, and even an appreciation of Francis Bacon.Lo What seemed to make 

the ideas of the Greek aristocracy intellectually dubious, therefore, was really 

an indication of the political contradiction in which their class found itself in 



and the trr,comfortable juxtaposition between their public - position and their 

personal convictior.~. In spite of all the politics, however, the early Phanariots 

appear much more conscious of the value of contemporary Western thought 

than has been often thought, and with s sense of Greco-Byzantine Proto- 

nationalism. 

To be sure, their Hellenism was still very much under the influence of 

Orthodox teachings. In particular, until the 1740's the Phanariot writings were 

on the side of the Church affirming, essentially, its dogmas, faith and 

ecclesiastic tradition.27 But it was natural for the Phanariots to do that, for the 

Church, until at least the first half of the eighteenth century, exercised 

predominant influence over the Greeks, who had been taught for centuries 

that their interest as a nation was identified with the Patriarchate. We should 

not forget that the Orthodox Church, and to a lesser the Ottoman rule, 

were for the early Phanariots part of a frame of reference to be taken for 

granted. And it is obvious that regarding these established institutions, the 

Phanariots were in a position only to take advantage of their entrenched 

power. And that in itself must have been a feat of balance, perpetually 

exercised by the Greek aristocracy. Considering, moreover, the jealousy that 

their position and wealth generated, theirs was quite a balancing act. One has 

only to consider that, on the one hand, the Turks "les mkprisaient comme 

non musulmans et comme fauteurs d'embcches souterraines", and on the 

other hand, "Leur freres de Grece ... les considhaient comme des renegats, 

avilis par leur soumission volontaire 21 la puissance des conqu6rants".28 

This many sided struggle for survival and ascendancy produced the 

typical Phanariot who has at once amazed and infuriated historians. A subtle, 

vigorous, calculating man who had no qualms about fighting his 

surroundings with weapons which were in daily use in the Ottoman Empire: 



he bribed the powerful, cajoled the vain, and even sought to intimidate the 

faint-hearted. In other words, he used every possible means tc avoid danger 

and attain security for himself and his family, and to realize his vision of a 

restored Byzantium that would be Greek. 

EARLY EDUCATION 

The vehicle most utilized by the early Phanariots to achieve their 

objectives (and which also demonstrates their early political awareness) was 

education. The Phanariot contribution to education was multiform. There 

were Phanariot teachers and scholars, but also builders of schools, reformers 

and, in general, benefactors of education.29 Indeed, the Greek aristocracy had 

a high regard for the eifect of education and their message was that the 

Balkan Christians had to educate themselves and earn the right of liberation 

through moral regeneration. In fact, there had been writers and distinguished 

scholars among them.30 Steven Runciman has written that "many of the 

Princes especially those of the Mavrocordato family were men of wide 

culture, able to converse on equal terms with the most sophisticated visitors 

from the westU.31 Alexandre Mavrocordato, for example, was, according to 

Raphael Demos, "a philosophical thinker and a writer. Among his works 

may be cited his Rhetoric and Grammar and especially his Frontismata 

(Inquiries) in which he maintained the need for moral principles and moral 

education, put forth the ideal of a balanced life and espoused something like 

the doctrine of the Stoics concerning the acceptance of fortune and 

misfortuneW.32 In addition Alexandre Mavrocordato had written a "History 

of the Jews" and a "Treatise on the Circulation of the B I O O ~ " . ~ ~  Alexandre's 

son Nicolas was also a thinker and a writer. His work included a 



philosophical treaty called "The Thoughts of Philotheo", and a " book of 

Duties" (1719).34 

Early Phanariot literature, however, despite ~ t s  effort to uphold both 

rational ideas and Orthodoxy, is mainly a testimony to the early Phanariot 

intellectual subservience to Christian eclecticism and pedantry. The 

atmosphere of Phanar in Constantinople, in particular, due to the proximity 

of the Patriarchate and the center of Turkish power, was not congenial to 

htmanistic and secular writing, and education free from dogma in areas such 

as poetry, drama, romance or philosophy. Instead, theology flourished in it, as 

well as "safe" forms of history and literature.35 Thus, Phanariot Byzantine 

Hellenism and humanism found their fullest development in the Danubian 

Principalities which were out of reach of the Sultan's arm and the direct 

j~risdiction of the Patriarchate. As early as 1679, Greek schools founded by 

Hellenized local princes had started to appear in Wallachia. A year later, in 

1660, a Greek Academy was founded at Bucharest. Its founders were the 

brothers Catacuzene, early Phanariot-Romanians "of Byzantine extraction 

and Greek culture".36 Soon thereafter the capital of Moldavia, Jassy, also 

acquired its Greek academy, and the two Greek institutions attracted the most 

distinguished Greek teachers from all over Greece. These Academies became 

very important centers for the development of Greco-Byzantine education.37 

As George Cront has put it, "Les Academies PrinciPres jouPrent un r61e actif 

dans l'histoire de la langue et de la littbrature grecque. On peut btudier 

maintenant B Bucharest et Jassy des ecrits 1ittQaires introuvable mPme dans 

les pays occidental connus par leur vieille tradition scientific like B l'etude 

historique de la langue grecque".38 

This hellenization of education, already in place since the late 

seventeenth century, increased after the establishment of the Phanariots as 



hospodars in 1711.39 Indeed, the quality and quantity of Greek books 

improved in the early eighteenth century. Greek books printed in the 

Principalities in the pre-Phanariot era were religious and dogmatic polemics 

directed against Catholicism.40 The Greek books of the Phanariot era, on the 

other hand, although still predominantly religious, brought, in general, a 

fresh new air of European civilization. Indeed, along with the traditional 

theological writings and school manuals of grammar and rhetoric, there were 

now also books on French conversation, general history, pedagogy, and even 

" safer" forms of science.41 

So, the early Phanariot education appears to have been a mixture of 

Hellenism, Byzantinism and rationalism. Certainly the Greek aristocrats on 

the whole were not among those conservative thinkers who judged that 

school lessons should be limited to religious subjects and to grammar. In fact, 

the Phanariots had dealt with European translations since the beginning of 

the eighteenth century and supported Eugenius Voulgaris, when, in the 

17501s, he tried to reform the ecclesiastical educational system in the occupied 

territories.42 But, on the other hand, until at least the middle of the 

eizhteenth century, the Phanariot hellenization process subscribed to the 

demands of Orthodox ecumenicity and Greco/Byzantine Protonationalism. 

Indeed, devoid of the exclusiveness of post-Napoleonic nationalism, the 

Phanariot approach to Hellenism and education was still Byzantine, tending 

towards a Balkan unity based on Byzantine culture, Greek language and 

Orthodox credo. This belief in the common cultural heritage of the Balkan 

Christians alloweci an educational environment in the Principalities which 

benefited not only the Greeks but also the Ronanians and the other Ottoman 

Christian subjects.43 That was because Phanariot cosmopolitanism and love 

for culture and education awakened not only the spirit of the Greeks but also 



that of the other Christian peoples under Ottoman yoke.44 The Phanariots 

then, as Sir Charles Eliot has put it "revived and diffused the culture which 

led to the awakening of the Christian races of South-Eastern Europe. It was 

not an unworthy ... idea to unite those races under one Church and one 

language; and for such a purpose Greek was the only possible language ... but it 

does not appear that they drove out Slavonic or Romanian culture. They 

introduced Greek culture in the place of no ctllture at all, and thereby aroused 

native genius, and ultimately excited it to rivalryM.45 

Phanariot education had thus a pan-Balkan character and all Balkan 

Christians were welcome to study in the Academies and became worthy 

citizens of the new Greek Byzantiurn. This unifying sentiment was in 

harmony with the ecumenical idea and the Byzantine tradition enriched by a 

sense of progress borrowed from the West. But these modern sentiments of 

the Greek aristocracy were not strong enough, in the first half of eighteenth 

century, and therefore the Phanariot world-view was also compatible with 

that of the Patriarchate. But this compatibility had, by the 17601s, started to 

wane since the Phanariots, imbued already with a spirit of inquiry and a 

secular sense of ethnicity, were turning increasingly towards rationalism. The 

reason for this gradual change was the continuous influence of the French 

Enlightenment, and particularly its emphasis on neoclassicism. 

FRENCH CULTURAL INFLUENCE 

French influence on the Greeks was both cultural and political. France, 

particularly in the realm of culture, was the unquestioned "primum mobile" 

of intellectual endeavor in the eighteenth century. In fact, the penetration of 

western European ideas into regions which had formerly been entirely in the 

realm of Byzantine civilization meant primarily the penetration of French 



ideas. At Constantinople, an,' throughout the Ottoman empire, where direct 

diplomatic and commerciai contacts existed, there was an intellectual climate 

favorable to the ideas of the Enlightenment, even in government circles.46 

Even the territories of Southeastern Europe, which were within the cultural 

perimeter of Vienna, were recipients of the same influences, for the Habsburg 

court under Maria Theresa and Joseph I1 lived in an intellectual milieu 

which was largely ~rench.47 

Westernism found the most enthusiastic votaries among the prosperous 

Greek merchants of the diaspora who, spread all over Europe, had 

commercial connections with the trading bourgeoisie of France and 

England.48 But, also, as we know, many Phartariots were fully aware of 

western ideas through their education or their position as administrators and 

diplomats. The Francophilia, however, of the second half of the eighteenth 

century was largely a result of the treaty of Belgrade (17'39). In fact, this treaty 

(a work of the French ambassador) arrested the Austrian (Catholic) expansion, 

and gave France considerable prestige among the Greek people. As a result, a 

French intellectual influence started little by little to be felt among the 

Phanariots.49 

This new westernized spirit bore fruits primarily in the developing 

Greco/Byzantine culture of the Danubian Principalities where the dividing 

cultural line between the East and West had begun to disappear and an 

intellectual merger of two different worlds was in the making. In fact, their 

geographic position and the lack sf Turkish settlements had allowed the 

Principalities to preserve a native aristocracy and to maintain an intellectual 

life that, originally Byzantine and largely religious, developed a more western 

and secular spirit. In this later development, the Phanariot rule appears to 

have played a decisive role. We know already that professor Iorga, foremost 



among other revisionists, has endeavored with considerable success to 

elevate the Phanariot role to the level of Enlightened ~es~o t i sm.50  According 

to this view, Greek princes such as C. Mavrocordato, G. Callimachi, A. 

Ipsilanti, G. Ghika,and C. Mourouzi not only were well aware of the theories 

prevalent in the west but they also showed a desire to import at least some of 

the western spirit to illuminate the darkness of their s~r roundin~s .51  For 

example, Constantine Mavrocordato, hospodar intermittently of both 

'infallachia and Pdoldavia from the 1730's to 1769, oriented the Principalities 

toward the French Enlightenment by encouraging the spread of French 

literature.52 C. Th. Dimaras tells us that "a French scholar (the abbot P. 

Guyot DesFontaines) dedicated a book to him in 1743, in which he 

congratulated him for honoring French authors by procuring their works, 

thereby expressing his love for ~rance".53 As a result of Constantine's 

promotion of French letters, most members of the Greco-Romanian elite 

began to read French authors. Among them were somz enlightened 

ecclesiastics, the bishop of Rammis Cesaire reaching the point of ordering the 

" ~ n c ~ c l o ~ e d i e " . 5 4  This trend continued under subsequent Phanariot princes, 

who also took up the cause of the French Enlightenment, and a series of 

translations of serious French works took place. For example, Rallou, 

daughter of the hospodar Alexandros Soutsos, translated the Marquise de 

Lambert's "Avis d'une mere a sa fille"; Catherine Soutsos rendered into 

Greek Mably's "Les Entretiens de Phocion" while K. Manos is credited with a 

translation of Barthklemy's "Voyage du Jeune ~nacharsis  ...".55 Similarly, 

Demetraky Mourolrzi translated "Phedre" of Racine, Jacovaky Argyropoulo 

"l'esprit des lois" of Montesquieu, and the Princess Rallou, daughter of 

hospodar Karadza, "L'Histoire de la GrPce" of ~illies.56 In fact, even works 

of Voltaire (translated by Jacovaky Rizo) were popular, although his books 



were hard to find since the Patriarchate had banned them as dangerous 

atheist propaganda likely to lead astray the faithful.57 

As a result of this infiltration of French culture, an enlightened spirit 

emerged among the Phanariots. In fact, P. Depasta, the chronicler of C. 

Mavrocordato, thought that the world should be "governed by the helm of 

the guiding reason existing in it", and he advised against the "irrational 

gambols of abnormal passions".58 A similar enlightened approach to 

government is evident in a C. Mavrocordato's letter to the prefect of Putna: 

"Vous savez que Nous ne saurions souffrir que l'on occasionne de tracas 

personne et qu'on ne fasse cZ personne rien hors de propos et avec injustice. 

Nous ne nous serions pas attendu de votre part a une injustice et Nous vous 

ordonnons de rendre justice aux malheureux ...".59 So, by the middle of the 

eighteenth century, enlightened education had started to influence seriously 

the Phanariot Princes who now perceived that the task of administration as a 

thing that had to be learned, and that certain governing posts should be given 

only to competent people. Alexandre Ipsilanti, for example, declared that 

"there is nothing fairer and no greater duty of the Princes whom the Lord has 

entrusted with sovereignties than the good of society".60 Guided by a similar 

spirit, Gregory 111 Ghika effected promotions on the basis of merit and 

education.61 Thus, although N. Mavrocordato had introduced district 

functionaries and permanent fiscal agents in the 17201s, it was only in the 

second half of the eighteenth century that regular programmes of good 

government were initiated by progressive princes such as C. Mavrocordato, 

Gregory Gnika, A. Ipsilanti, and C. ~ourouzi.62 These first attempts at good 

government and meritocracy received a great irnpillse after the 1790's from 

the increasing importance of the bourgeois and intellectual elements. The 

initiative, however, in making merit and education more important than 



name and wealth came from the Phanariot Princes who had been influenced 

by the French Enlightenment. The Phanariot hospodars and theis inner circle 

thus were instrumental in opening the gates to French literature and 

Enlightened thought, and gradually French rationalism started to exert some 

real influence among the better educated Greeks. 

French Neo-Classicism 

The above mentioned Francophilia was intensified after the 1770ts, 

when Greek contacts with the Idlest took on a r,ew significance. That was 

because in the latter half of the century a fascination for Greece had arisen in 

western Europe and particularly in France. "The fashion for all things 

Grecian", writes Cyril1 Mango, "knew no bounds: Grecian Odes, Grecian plays, 

Grecian costumes ...".63 This European neoclassicism triggered off academic 

classicism and antiquarianism. Archaeological missions and researchers 

started to travel to Greece. Along with this scholarly investigation, a popular 

taste for the exotic and the picturesque was developed among Europeans. To 

satisfy this trend, a literature of travel developed which had a tremendously 

popular appeal for the educated European who longed for stories about 

simple rusticity and splendid art.64 It was through these travel accounts that 

the people of Europe became acquainted with the current state of Greece and 

the condition of the inhabitants of the Balkan peninsula.65 

One of the first accounts which attracted European interest in Greece, 

was the "Voyage Litteraire de la Gr&ceU (1771) by Pierre Guys. Guys'generous 

account brought the Greeks as a people to the foreground. In fact, coinciding 

with the Russo-Turkish war of 1768-74 and Orlov's campaign in Morea (1769- 

70), Guys'work aroused speculation on the question of Greek ernan~i~ation.67 

As a result, the effort of Catherine I1 to help the Greeks met with enthusiasm 



in the West. Voltaire demonstrated his joy in 2 poem with which he calls for 

a western crusade to liberate the land of Athena and Homer : 

Voici Ze vrai temps de croisades 

Fmnqais, Bretons, Italien 

C'est trop supporter les bravades 

Dzs cruels vainqueurs des Chre'tiens 

Ecoutez Pallas qui vous crie: 

Vengez moi ! Vengez ma patrie68 

After Guys, many other traveling accounts popularized Greek antiquity 

even more. In particular, Choiseul-Gouffier "Voyage Pittore, que de la GrPce 

(1782) and Savary's "Leitres sur la Grece" sought to kindle the hope for Greek 

liberation.69 In addition, the Greek cause gained an enormous impetus by the 

evocation of antiquity reflected in the multiple publications of the "Voyage 

du Jeune Anacharsis en GrPce ..." (1788) by Abbot J. ~ a r t h e l e m ~ . ~ o  This book 

created such a Grecophilia in France that when the Revolution broke out, the 

passion for all things Greek was evident throughout : "No speech at the 

National Assembly was complete without a reference to Sparta and Lycurgus; 

the Supreme Being was honored with tripods and libations; (and) Mme Vig6e 

Lebrun gave Grecian Parties ".71 

THE COMING OF NEO-HELLENISM 

In the midst of all this excitement, European admiration for Greece 

reached a climax. It was natural for the Fhanariots to be inspired by it. The 

Greeks, they thought, might be slaves now to the Turks but they were of the 

Great race that had civilized Europe. It must be their destiny to rise again. 

Accordingly, the Phanariot Hellenic part of their Byzantinism received a great 

impetus in the second half of the eighteenth century and particularly between 



the first Russo-Turkish war and the 1790's. In fact, d x i n g  this period the 

Phanariots became the most active representatives of the political activity 

since the bourgeoisie was not yet articulate enough. 

This new stage of Phanariot self-awareness we may call Byzantine neo- 

Hellenism. In fact, this new spirit has many similarities with neo- 

Byzantinism. Indeed, the Phanariots were seeking, with Russian help, the 

establishment of a new Eastern Empire ruled firmly by a strong Orthodox 

monarch and governed by a Greek administrative and ecclesiastical nobility. 

If we can also talk about a feeling of neo-Hellenism in the second part of the 

eighteenth century, it simply means the intensification of Hellenic pride and 

secularism whichjn combination with Russian aid and Ottoman decline, 

brought about a brand new socio-political activity. So, Byzantine neo- 

Hellenism can be defined as a more nationalistic, enlightened, secular and 

active neo-Byzantinism, which had as its political model Tsarist Russia 

(namely the elements of empire, Orthodoxy, monarchy, and administrative 

and ecclesiastic nobility). 

This new spirit was partly expressed by a Phanariot effort to promote and 

support the Greek cultural and economic awakening which had started to 

take off after the treaty of Kiichiik Kainardji. Accordingly, the Phanariots 

sought to stren~then the Greek character of the cultural and commercial 

activity in the Principalities and the rest of the Balkans. In fact, thanks to the 

efforts of the Drogmans C. Hanjerli and Demetre Mourouzi, the Greek 

commercial fleet had been granted special privileges.72 In addition, the Greek 

aristocracy made almost the whole ecclesiastical organization of Serbia and 

Bulgaria directly dependent on the Patriarchate, while it provided the Greek 

merchants with opportunities in trade and land a~~uisition.73 Greeks became 



a majoritjj among the merchant class of Bucharest, Sibiu and Jassy, and Greek 

the Lingcs Franca of the Balkan merchant world.74 

But the Phanariots were also involved in direct political activity. In fact, 

in 1769 two Phanariots, the hospodar of Moldavia Gregory Calli~nachi and the 

Grand Dragoman Nic~laos Soutso, had been arrested and executed by the 

Forte as supporters of the Orlov revolution in ~ o r e a . ~ 5  Moreover,the very 

treaty of Kuchuk Kainardji, with its beneficial terms for the Greeks, was partly 

a work of a Phanariot : Grand Drogman A. 1~silanti.76 Finally, in 1786 the 

prince of Moldavia, Alexandre Mavrocordato, the so called fugitive, was 

forced to flee to Russia after the Turkish discovery of his secret contacts with 

Russia designed to restore the Byzantine empire.77 Indeed, a report of 

Durosoy, the French secretary of Firari, in December 1795 maintained "que 

l'on prepare une rbvolte sous l'bgide de la Russie, que les principaux de la 

conspiration sont le prince Mavrocordato (Firari), le patriarch EugPne, 6vi2que 

de Pultava, et le general commandant ~ascarof" .~B In fact, A. Sturdza has 

asserted that there was a plan for Byzantine restoration since the times of 

Panayotis Nikousios and Alexandre Mavrocordato (Ex'Aporitou), and that 

this idea "prit corps ensuite pendant la guerre russo-turque de 1769, sous 

lt6gide de Catherine 11 qui voulut ... restaurer l'empire byzantine ... Alexandre 

Mavrocordato (Firari) fut reellement un 6missaire de cette cause et l'un de ses 

'I 79 puissant prornoteurs . 

It appears, then, that the last three decades of the eighteenth century 

inaugurated a new period during which the Phanariot secular sense of 

Greekness was intensified. Certainly, the vision of a restored Byzantium was 

always strong and the Byzantine elite was still their kith and kin on account 

of religion, language and customs, all contrasting with these of the alien 

Ottomans. But their pride in their cultural roots of pre-Christian Greece (a 



feeling harnessed hitherto bv the spiritual dynamic of the Orthodox dogma) 

became much stronger. Consequently, their Hellenism flourished along with 

their Byzantinism in the same garden of national pride. The Phanariots'aim, 

therefore, was a combination of the nationalistic force of Hellenism with a 

universal (pan-Baikan) tradition of Byzantium and Orthodox Christianiy. 

THE DIVERGENCE OF LAY AND ECCLESIASTIC CULTURE 

To achieve its goals, the Greek aristocracy needed the cooperation of the 

Church. In fact, at the time of the emergence of the Phanariots as a class, "The 

Patriarchate ... constituted the only institution throughout the enslaved 

countries, which enjoyed a relative degree of independence and security, 

accompanied by a prestige unattainable by the mass of the Greeks, even the 

richest among themU.80 As a result, the hierarchy was regarded as the 

legitimate leader of the Orthodox religio-political entity, and, therefore, the 

main representatives of the Balkan Christians. Indeed, the average Christian, 

until the late eighteenth century, could not imagine survival and liberation 

without the ~hurch.81 

A fundamentally important aspect of the Church's cultural 

predominance was its control of education. This ecclesiastical form of 

learning - taught originally in the Patriarchal school of Constantinople and 

various monasteries - sought to promote three basic tenets : faith in religious 

Orthodoxy and the cultural eminence of the Eastern Church; Messianic 

Imperialism (namely acceptance of Turkish rule as a divine punishment and 

belief in a providential resurrection through Russia); and instinctive hatred 

for the ?Vest, that is people of non-Orthodox faith who were branded heretics 

and barbarians .82 



Needless to say, in spite of whatever services it might have offered to the 

preservation of faith, culture and language, the Church was a doubtful leader 

of the intellectual progress. But the conservative spirit was not always 

present, for occasionally some clerics were capable of acting bold!y such as the 

Patriarch Cyril1 Loucaris (d.1630) and the philosopher and cleric 'Theophilos 

Korydaleas (d. 1646).83 Such men created conditions favorable for change. 

When, thus, the western educated Phanariots appeared on the scene, they 

found an intellectual atmosphere which allowed them to be the first to 

acquire a new more progressive spirit which transformed many of them in 

time into enlightened scholars and rulers.84 

The intellectual evolution of the Phanariots was very important for the 

future development of Greek culture and education. That was because, by the 

middle of the eighteenth century, the Greek aristocracy, in seeking the 

Church's cooperation for their plans, had used their high positions in the 

Ottoman bureaucracy to infiltrate the Constantinople Patriarchate itself.85 In 

time, all the important administrative offices of the Church properties and 

revenues were filled by Phanariot laymen.86 This economic infiltration 

resulted in an increased hellenization and secularization of the Church 

establishment, a fact that aided the intellectual curiosity already in progress. 

But as has been already emphasized, this Phanariot curiosity, until the late 

eighteenth century, represented merely a superficial memesis of western ways 

in an effort to wed dogma and reason. On its side the Church, passing 

through a phase of introspection and feeling temporarily less threatened by 

Catho!icisin, learned to  tolerate the new ideas that were "safe", that is 

campatible with refi~ious a dngmas. "The Chllrch", wrote Dimaras, "had no 

reason to become greatly concerned because serious liberzlism was rare and 

easy to suppress".87 



So it appears that in the century that elapsed between the ascendancy of 

the Phanariots and the first Russo-Turkish war of 1768, the Phanariot policy 

of mild westernism and Greco-Byzanti~e Proto-nationalism was compatible 

with Church education and ecumenicity. Certainly the Phanariots were 

influenced by western learning and occasionally fissures opened between 

them and the ecclesiastics, especially those who were afraid of a total 

Phanariot takeover. But on the whole the Greek aristocrats reached an 

intellectual and political compromise with the Church, and by infiltrating its 

economic establishment they endeavored to take advantage of its entrenched 

prestige.@ On its side the Pahiarchate gained much from the connection. For 

example, the Phanariots saw to it that Church's financial burdens were not 

increased and they paid the greatest part of them. There were also many 

Phanariot gifts of money, of real estate, of plate, or of vestments. In addition, 

many Greek hospodars founded monasteries in Romania which were 

assigned to Greek Orthodox centers such as mount Athos or the Patriarchates 

of Constantinople and ~erusalem.89 

In the last three decades of the eighteenth century, however, and 

particularly in the 179O8s, the Phanariot-Church connection ran into 

difficulties. The reasons for this divergence of lay and ecclesiastic culture were 

two: the Phanariots'new emphasis on neo-Hellenism, and the new type of 

education, both movements which were already in progress but which 

intensified sharply in this period.90 

Tl-e new t p e  of education 

The existence of Greek commercial colonies outside the sphere of 

Ottoman power and Orthodox cultural hegemony had always had some 

cultural and economic repercussions in the Balkans and particularly on the 

Greek way of life.gl But the important element in the new learning was that, 



unlike in the past, the initiative came from within the Ottoman ruled 

Balkans. That was a result of a remarkable economic renaissance that 

occurred in the Greek world thanks to Russian diplomacy, the Greek 

commercial colonies abroad and finally the French revolution and the 

Napoleonic wars.92 This great revival of Greek commerce brought rapid and 

widespread economic progress. One of the effects of this financial growth was 

the appearance of a new middle class in the Ottoman held territories, which 

was in direct connection with the Greek merchant communities abroad.93 

Interestingly, the new commercial bourgeoisie (mariners, artisans, 

merchants) had an entirely different approach towards the West from that of 

the hitherto dominant hierarchy. Many of these "new people" had 

experienced life in western cities where they had been influenced by western 

intellectual life, prosperity, political institutions and rule of law.94 Rather 

than branding western culture as "Latin" and therefore heretical, they 

perceived it as a model to be imitated and, therefore, they disconnected 

themselves from the third tenet of Orthodox teaching, the hatred of the West. 

This attitude became gradually more acceptable, partly because of the 

undeniable advances of the West, but also because of the deterioration of the 

Church's position. 

This pro-western point of view led educated and wealthy Greeks 

throughout the Turkish occupied Balkan and western Anatolia to seek to 

bring European enlightened education to their people.95 This new 

fermentation of learning and enlightened benefaction took many forms : 

Generous gifts of money, books and other learning material to tbLe 

benefactors'native villages and towns; financing of the education of young 

Greeks in European universities; publication of books and newspapers in 



Greek; and also the translation of the work of enlightened thinkers such as 

Locke, Leibnitz, Voltaire, Rousseau and others.96 

The important thing, however, was that all the above activity meant not 

only education but a new kind of education no longer based on religion and 

with an emphasis on neo-Hellenism and experimental science.97 

Accordingly, the new progressive teachers (while still professing their 

devotion to religion) took the path of reason and taught ancient Greek, civic, 

political, and philosophic principles, as well as enlightened humanism 2nd 

the scientific achievements of Copernicus, Galileo and Newton. In short, they 

taught that the Good of Man consists less in heavenly felicity than in 

happiness in this world and that his nature could be explored by scientific 

The Church, first tolerant, became annoyed by the advancement of the 

new learning, and reached the point of hysterical reaction after the French 

Revolution. Progressive scholars found themselves denounced and their 

work anathematized. Several Patriarchs advised educated laymen not to be 

influenced by European "false wisdom".99 As a result of this reaction, a 

divergence developed between the lay and ecclesiastical cultures, and lay 

scholars began to dissociate themselves from the reactionary Church. 

If, however, the Patriarchate chose to resist the new ideas, the Phanariots 

still favored the Enlightenment. In fact, Greek aristocrats, aware of the 

limitations of a system based on religious subjects and grammar, had by the 

1790's intensified their effort to improve Greek lay education.100 Indeed, by 

1780, experimental sciences were taught in the Danubian lands and modern 

philosophy was vigorously supported.lOl As early as 1765 the philosopher 

Moisiodakas had freely cited Voltaire in front of the prime of Moldavia, 

while later D. Mourouzi cried out to the Patriarchate "Do not harass the 



philosophers because you will be embarrassed".lO2 In all, the Phanariot 

attitude ir, the last decades of the eighteenth century can be presented in the 

following anonymous text of Phanariot inspiration (1779) : 

If curiosity were lacking, he (Man)  woxld not bc 

able to  ascertain the nature of things to s z ~ h  an 

extend that he would not understand their powers 

and operations, he would not be able to discover so 

many sciences, he would not be able to understand 

the countless arts, assigning to each such order and 

adroitness, and therefore he would still be in the 

deep chaos of ignorance and barbarisrn.103 

Thus despite ecclesiastic opposition, the Greek aristocracy supported the 

intellectual liberalism of the new education and its emphasis on ancient and 

modern philosophy and science. In fact, the Phanariot school model 

res~mbled more the university of Padua than any religious institution. And 

the professors (although still loyal members of the Orthodox Church' / were 

greatly affected by the western fashions of the age and the tendency toward 

rationalism. In short, they wanted to demonstrate that they and their students 

were as enlightened as anyone in the west.104 

The challenge, however, for the Church was abrupt. The force of the 

Byzantine Church had always been the contribution of a highly educated laity 

that was deeply interested in theology. Now the laity had began to despise the 

traditions of the Church, and the traditional elements in the church had 

began to mistrust and dislike education, retreating into a thickelling 

obscurantism to defend themselves.105 By the turn of the century, then, the 

cleavage between the Phanariots and the Church grew wider since the Greek 

aristocrats, in their desire to impress the West, had no use for the Church's 



regressive attitude to education. Instead, seeing the high prestige of ancient 

Greek learning, they wished to show that they were by culture as well as by 

"race" the heirs of ancient Greece. 

The incomvatibilitv of Neo-Hellenism and Ecumenicity 

The increasing Phanariot emphasis on neo-Eellenism created further 

incongruity between the policy of the Greek aristocrats and the 

Patriarchate.106 In fact, the increasing nationalism of the Greek aristocracy 

proved to be incompatible with the Church's ecumenical vision. That meant 

that the Church, under Phanariot pressure, was run more and more in the 

interests of the Greek people and not of Orthodoxy as a whole.107 in fact, 

contrary to the Patriarchate's traditional christianization of Hellenism, a 

Phanariot hellenization of Orthodox Christianity started to take shape in the 

second part of the eighteenth century. 

This development went against the traditional credo and practice of 

ecumenicity. The agreement made between the conquering Sultan Mehmet I1 

and the first Patriarch Gennadius had put all the Orthodox Christians of the 

Ottoman empire under the authority of the Patriarch which was inevitably 

controlled by Greeks. But traditionally the Church was always aware of its 

ecumenical nature. Accordingly, until the first half of the eighteenth century, 

the Church-Phanariot efforts towards the Hellenization of the Balkan peoples 

subscribed to the demands of the ecumenical credo. As a result, the early 

Greek schools in the Principalities had been found not for racial purposes but 

for the interest of the ecumenical vision, and the local Church had helped in 

this endeavor. Indeed, the Romanian hierarchy were eager to sec7lre Greek 

learning and Phanariot financial support in order to fortify their faith against 

the Latin missionaries operating from Poland and Austria. 108 



All the above activities were in harmony with the Byzantine tradition of 

which many Balkan Christians considered themselves a part. Accordingly, 

the Patriarchate had been sympathetic to the sensitivities of non-Greek 

peoples and cautious not to appear as if it was imposing a Greek hierarchy 

upon other Balkan groups. Until the 17601s, for example, the Serbian and 

Bulgarian Churches had their own bishops. Similarly the Romanian liturgy 

was in slavonic, following the Byzantine tradition of encouragement of 

vernacular liturgies. Furthermore, the upper clergy of the non-Greek Balkan 

Churches included many Romanians, Serbians or Bulgarians. In short, the 

Patriarchate of Constantinople traditionally had emphasized unify of religion, 

not Hellenism. 109 

But the increasing political sense of ethnicity among the Phanariots in 

the second half of the eighteenth century demanded tighter Greek control. 

Thus, the Serbian and Bulgarian churches were each put under Greek officials 

of the Patriarchate.110 Naturally, these ecclesiastic administrators (called 

exarchs) did their best to impose Greek bishops on the Balkan Christians of 

Serbia and Bulgaria. This policy, however, proved to be self-defeating in the 

long run. In fact, it caused so much resentment that when the time came 

neither the Bulgarians nor the Serbs would cooperate in any Greek-led 

movement toward liberation. So, in the long run, the price paid by the 

Patriarchate for its connection to the Greek aristocracy was heavy as 

westernism and nationalism prevailed over ecumenicity. But the late 

eighteenth century divergence of lay and ecclesiastical culture also 

demonstrates that Phanariot increasing Hellenism caused poiiticai sentiment 

to supersede the traditional ccilltui-a1 and spiritual unity advocated by the 

Church and this awakened the exclusive nationalism of the Balkan 

Christians. 



CONCLUSION 

Thus on the one hand, the Phanariots felt responsible for continuing the 

Byzantine tradition of Orthodoxy, nobility, empire and absolute monarchy. 

But on the other hand, they were imbued with a new sense of active 

Hellenism based on the ideals of Greek antiquity and French Enlightenment. 

The first feeling was backward looking, while the second looked forward. The 

Phanariot paradox was, therefore, that they wanted to combine the two in 

their amalgam of a "westernized" and "Greek" Byzantium. Thus, encouraged 

by Russian support and Turkish decline, the Phanariots, although still 

maintaining the old ambition of inheriting the empire intact from the Turks, 

were pursuing another ambition of establishing a sovereign state based on 

Byzantine tradition, Enlightenment and Greek self-awareness. In their efforts, 

they utilized the Patriarchate's entrenched prestige, but their westernized 

Hellenism undermined the Balkan Christian unity, a fact which created in 

the 1790's a divergence between them and the ecclesiastic establishment. 

The dissensions between the Phanariot neo-Hellenism and the 

ecclesiastical ecun~enicity did not result, however, in a common ground 

between the Greek aristocracy and the nationalistic middle class. That is 

because the Phanariot sense of "ethnic" distinction due to its Byzantine 

component did not constitute in itself (nor was it sufficient to produce) that 

vision of a community in which people place exclusive loyalty to their nation 

as a whole above the traditional allegiance to caste, family, region and 

religion. In other words, the Phanariots never envisioned a nation-state, and 

their Byzantine neo-Hellenism was not synonymous with what has been 

understood as modern national consciousness, namely the desire of a 

community to assert its unity, identity, and independence against a dynastic 



ruler or other communities. In fact, the Phanariot's increasing Hellenism in 

the last decades of the eighteenth century was a change in quality more than 

in kind. With the trend of neoclassicism in Europe, a more intensive pride 

developed among the Phanariots because they belonged to a "race" that had 

given the lights to humanity and, therefore, they were the heirs of a past that 

was much older than Byzantium. Armed with this new confidence, the Greek 

aristocracy became more determined to include the other Baikan Christians 

in their vision, disconnecting itself substantially from the theocratic approach 

of the Church. 
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From Gradualism to Revolutiora 

Appelons donc de nouveau 
6 vaillants et rnagnanirnes 

Grecs, la liberte' sur la terre 
classique de la Grkce! Livrons 
bataille entre Marathon et les 
Thermopyles. Luttons sur les 

tombeaux des nos pires! 
Le sang de tyrans s t  agrkable 

aux ombres du Thiban 

Epaminondas et de 1' Athenian 
Thrasybule .... 

Alexandre Ipsilanti* 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, by the 1790's the cultural 

evolution of the Phanariot class caused a divergence between the ecclesiastical 

establishment and them. This dissension, however, did not result in a 

Phanariot understanding with the new social force that came to maturity by 

the turn of the nineteenth century : the commercial bourgeoisie. 

The development of an indigenous middle class in the Balkans was a 

product of the economic renaissance that occured in the late eighteenth 

century. Due primarily to Russian diplomacy and the French wars, Greek 

commerce in the Levant was revived and its revival generated a rapid and 

widespread economic growth. One of the effects of this economic progress was 

the rise of a new bourgeoisie that, unlike the Greek commercial colonists 

abroad, lived within the sphere of Ottoman power and Orthodox cultural 

- -- 



hegemony. This rising social class, however, espoused a different approach to 

politics from that of the hitherto dominant socio-political establishment. 

Many among these (mostly Greek) mariners, artisans and merchants had 

experienced life in western urban centers where they were favorably 

influenced by western political institutions and intellectual 1ife.The events of 

the French Revolution, in particular, had a great effect upon them, turning 

them into pa t r i~ ts  and liberals. Accordingly, their national consciousness 

became romantic and exclusive, and they began to attach new value to local 

Greek institutions, native customs and national language. As a result, their 

model and inspiration was not the cosmopolitan Hellenistic kingdoms and 

Byzantium but particularist fifth century AthensJn addition, this new 

bourgeoisie sought a more organic and complete relationship between 

government and society than that existing under the Ottoman dynastic 

regime.And they aspired to a political leadership that would rest on the 

organized consent of at least the most important sections of society, and 

which, moreover, would have the responsibility to concern itself with the 

interest of all. 

The Greek aristocracy, on its side, became distrustful of the new 

bourgeois generation and its liberal thought, as Phanariot evolution never 

reached the same progressive level in the political sphere as it had done in 

the realm of culture. As a result, the Phanariot political position within the 

Creco-Christian world became isolated, at once too "nationalistic" and 

westernized for the reactionary Church and too Byzantine and anti-national 

for the libera! bourgeoisie. 

So, doubting both the old and the new socia! structure, the Greek 

aristocracy resorted to political maneuvering (reaching occasionally the 

frontiers of opportunism) in an effort to achieve gradually a solution of the 



Eastern Question compatible with their vision. In this endeavor, the 

Phanariots paid particular attention to international diplomacy, and placed 

their hopes on the Christian powers of Europe. Russian aid was always 

sought and expected, but so was Napoleon's, especially after his coronation 

and the battle of Austerlitz. 

Disillusioned, however, like the rest of the Greeks, by the Congress of 

Vienna, and tired of continued uncertainty and Turkish arbitrariness, many 

of the Phanariots reached an understanding with the conservative elements 

of the Greek society, which by 1820 were in control of the revolutionary 

conspiracy. The result was that the force of events pushed the Greek 

aristocrats towards a cause they never wanted : revolution and the 

establishment of a nation-state. Experienced diplomats and astute 

internationalists, the Phanariots knew that the time was not appropriate for 

such a venture. But by 1821, there was no return for the Greeks, and therefore 

for the Phanariots. The dies were cast and a broad segment of the Greek 

aristocracy, caught up by events, embraced the revolutionary cause. So, while 

the Church was incapable of change, the Phanariots resisted radical change. 

But despite their anti-revolutionary tradition, many ended up experiencing 

enough discontent to turn them into revolutionaries. 

Phanariot state leadership and the dissemination of ideas 

The cosmopolitan attitude and enlightened leadership of the Phanariot 

princes in the Principalities helped substantially the economic and political 

development of the bourgeois class and played a central r d e  in the 

dissemination of ideas. 

As has already been emphasized, French ideas had a great impact on the 

Greek world. In the political sphere particularly, the French Revolution acted 

in the last decade of the eighteenth century as an inspiration to subject Balkan 



Christians.1 B L ~  more importantly, "it provided the political and ideological 

content for movements which, until then, had been unable to express in 

concrete terms even their immediate aims, or to organize their activities 

coherently".2 For example, the occupation of the Ionian islands by the French 

republican army (1797-8), not only provided an inspiring example for the 

Greeks, but it also became a catalyst for concrete political activism towards 

national eman~i~at ion .3  By the turn of the nineteenth century, therefore, a 

part of Greek society - especially the intellectual middle class - was 

ideologically ready to strive against Turkish domination.4 

In this development the political, intellectual and economic 

environment of the Phanariot-led Principalities played a central role. That 

was partly because the various French governments, desirous of countering 

the spread of Russian and Austrian influence in the Balkans and of extending 

revolutionary prestige in the East, started, in the 1 7 9 0 ' ~ ~  officially to send 

agents to the ~rinci~alities.5 This French effort inspired the Greeks, especially 

of Wallachia, who organized a number of political/literary societies in 

~uchar2st.O After the disillusion resulting from the Russo-Turkish alliance 

and their joint occupation of the Ionian Islands (1799), there was a steady 

growth of French political influence among the Greeks. As a result, many 

educated Greeks of Wallachia started to be influenced by democratic ideas.7 A 

Bucharest bookseller's catalogue at the time lists books such as "Histoire de la 

Convocation et les Elections aux Etats Gknkraux en 1789", "Histoire politique 

de la r6volution en France", "De la Souverainte bu Peupie" and " i e  nianuel 

du citoyen", while there were also translations of ax-, anmymeus treatise "On 

Revolutions", the "Appeal Addressed to the People", and a speech of ~arnot .8  

It appears, thus, that from the last decade of the eighteenth century 

onwards, the Danubian Principalities became one of the greatest political and 



intellectual centers of South-Eastern Europe where French political ideas 

were freely disseminated. In this dissemination of French revolutionary 

thought, the benevolent attitude of the Greek hospodars played a pivotal role. 

First, the neo-Byzantine thinking and enlightened internationalism of the 

Phanariots allowed the development of a cosmopolitan environment which 

welcomed all kinds of political activism (except, of course, any against their 

throne).9 Moreover, the Greek princes introduced legislation for the needs of 

the rising commercial groups. New buildings were built, passages were 

cleared, and the navigation of rivers was improved. These efforts along with 

the reorganization of customs and fiscal life helped the development of 

commerce.lO In particular, the Phanariot hospodars provided special 

treatment for Greek merchants who were living in Danubian ports. These 

new opportunities brought to the Greek enterprising class wealth, education 

and higher social position.ll 

All the above factors aided substantially the awakening of a political 

identity among the new bourgeoisie, which liberated many merchants and 

intellectuals from a monolithic religious self-awareness.12 Indeed, the 

Phanariot economic and cultural policies in the Principalities allowed the 

development of a flourishing Greek (but also Romanian) middle class and, 

therefore, created favorable conditions for the dissemination of nationalistic 

ideas and even revolutionary activism.13 In fact, it was from the Greeks in 

the Principalities that the larger proportion of the membership of the Greek 

revolutionary organization "Philike Etairia" was to be drawn.14 And Rigas 

Phereos, the great forerunner of the Greek revolution, conducted his 

subversive activities almost entirely within a Phanariot framework.15 



THE PHANARIOTS AND FRENCH POLITICAL INFLUENCE 

In spite of their contribution to the dissemination of French political 

ideas, the Greek aristocracy was not affected politically by France in the same 

way as the middle class. Certainly, a political relation of sorts had existed for 

many years between unofficial French agents and the Phanariots. Indeed, 

since the Ottoman Empire and Poland represented traditionally important 

links in the French security system, Bourbon foreign policy could hardly 

neglect the diplomatic no-man's land between them, where flexible princes 

could be of much help.16 That was particularly true in the second half of the 

eighteenth century when French political influence in the Ottoman 

government had diminished drarnatically.17 Indeed, the French had 

persistently endeavored before 1789 to ameliorate their weakened position 

and, in their efforts, the Principalities and the Phanariot aristocracy had been 

perceived as very valuable elements in the Eastern diplomatic scene. After all, 

the Principalities were at the intersection of a flow of correspondence, and the 

hospodars controlled a great deal of information coming to and from 

~ u r o ~ e . 1 8  Moreover, the Greek aristocrats of Phanar were advisers of the 

Sultan in Constantinople and, to an extent, the real directors of Ottoman 

foreign policy.19 So, "La France avait reconnu la necessitk de s'assurer du bon 

esprit des hospodars ... de ce pays (Principalities) dont l'importance politique 

ne l'kchappait pas".20 But diplomatic relations had not existed between 

France and the Principaiities before the French Revolution. Instead, French 

influence made itself felt through certain merchants and intellectual 

adventurers who often "Fuyaient leur patrie et quelque passe douteux1'.21 

Accordingly, Bourbon Paris had tried to gain political advantages in the 

Principalities by establishing unofficial agencies directed by commercial 

houses and by inducing the Phanariots to appoint French secretaries in the 



hospodar's office to look after the flow of information. These secretaries were, 

occasionally, learned and devoted individua.1~ such as Count d' Hauterive, 

the secretary and friend of Alexandre Mavrocoidato (~irari).22 But, often, they 

were spies of the French ambassadors in Constantinople, and, sometimes, 

simply unscrupulous and tactless adventurers. For example, Durosoy, 

secretary of Firari for foreign affairs, was not above assuming the right to steal 

government papers.23 Also, a correspondence of secretaries such as Fran~ois 

Linchou and Gianpiei-ro Nagni, with the French ambassadors Des Alleurs and 

Vergennes, bear witness to spying activities.24 

The Phanariots were vulnerable to this cultural and crypto-political 

French infiltration due, largely, to their attachment to French letters. Great 

votaries of French literature and "le be1 esprit", the Greek aristocrats 

considered Paris as a second Constantinople and enjoyed discussing in the 

Salons of Bucharest and Jassy the events that were taking place there.25 This 

French cultural influence was, of course, greatly facilitated by the fortuitous 

fact that in the second half of the eighteenth century the accepted language of 

diplomacy in the Near East was ~ r e n c h . ~ 6  For this reason, although fluent in 

it themselves, the Greek hospodars felt the need to surround themselves 

with French secretaries, and the use of French in Phanariot court circles was 

common. 

The French Revolution 

After the French Revolution, the various French governmci-'ts, eager to 

extend revolutionary prestige in the East, sought to establish official 

dipiomatic relations in the Principaiities. There, it was argued, they couid take 

advantage of all kinds of nationalistic sentiments: Polish against Austria and 

Russia, Hungarian against Austria, and, if necessary, Greek and Romanian 



against Turkey. On their side, many Phanariots had received favorably the 

news of the Revolution. "The ... boyars",   rote Vlad Georgescu, "and most of 

the princes showed sympathy for republican ~rance".27 For one, a "tyrant" 

who fe!l was always good news for a subject people even for those who lived 

in a golden cage. Besides, any Phanariot pro-French sentiment could not 

jeopardize their position since in Constantinople, where Louis XV and his 

successor had hardly been popular, the news of the fall of the French 

monarchy was received with indifference. It appears, then, that the French 

Revolution and its agents "trouvaient dans les Principaut4s un terrain 

favorable parmi I' elite de la soci6t6 surtout".28 Accordingly, Phanariot clans 

such as those of Soutsos and Callimachi welcomed the French consul 

Stamati in 1796.29 Similarly, another French consul, Fleur, "fut recu avec 

grand enthusiasm" in Wallachia by the hospodar C. ~ a d j e r ~ . 3 0  In addition, in 

Moldavia, Phanariot officials such as Panayoti Kodrika declared themselves 

friends of revolutionary ~rance.31 On their side, devoted Russophile clans, 

such as the Ipsilantis and Mourouzis, invited many emigr4s to their courts 

after the Revolution, partly moved by curiosity to learn from eye-witnesses 

what had happened in Paris. Some even reached the point of assigning them 

administrative posts, a fact which demonstrates their anti-republicanism. A 

case in point is the hospodar of Moldavia, Constantine Ipsilanti (1799-1801) 

who made Gaspar-Luce le comte de Belleval, his foreign minister.32 Much 

more often, however, Frenchmen were simply appointed as tutors for the 

sons of princes and boyars. In 1804, for example, C. Ipsilanti (now hospodar of 

Wallachia) welcomed the Marquis Beaupoil de Saint-Aulaire as the teacher of 

his children one of whom, Alexandre, was to become the leader of the Greek 

revolutionary organization "Philike Etairia" in 1820.33 The Phanariot 

benevolent attitude towards France, however, was not based on an acceptance 



of French revolutionary ideas. In fact, after the passing of the initial 

enthusiasm, the radicalism of the French Revolution frightened some of the 

~hanariots.34 Actually, their original "Francophilia" was simply a tactical 

move based on need and political calculation. "Ce qui les (Phanariots) 

intbressait", Filitti has asserted, "cl&ait de trouver dans la France un appui au 

besoin"'35 In other words, to some Phanariot individuals such as Michael 

Soutso and Alexandre Callimachi, this new turn of events offered an 

alternative to traditional alliances.36 Indeed, in the 1790's some Phanariots, 

disappointed by Russian opportunism and isolated by Church reaction and 

middle class liberalism, welcomed the friendship of France, a player now in 

the Near Eastern scene.37 So, the amenable behavior of some Phanariots 

towards France was another balancing act which indicates the tight-rope 

conditions on which the Greek aristocracy walked during that time. For 

example, the "Francophile" Michael Soutso had to flee to Russia after the 

invasion of the moslem rebel Pasvanoglou. When he returned his position 

was under Russian protection! 38 But the Phanariot "Francophilia" also 

demonstrates elements of personal antagonism and clan competition. For 

example, one of the reasons John Karadja and Demetrios Scavani turned pro- 

French in 1805 and 1806 was simply their animosity to the Russophile 

Consequently, by the turn of the nineteenth century, the Phanariot 

political behavior appears complex and opportunistic. Essentially, however, 

the Phanariot mind had remained considerably Byzantine and Russophile. 

"The Christian chiefs of Greece", wrote count Capodistrias, "remained 

persuaded that only Russia had the power and the desire progressively to 

improve their lotn.40 Certainly, Phanariot individuals and even families 

attached themselves to French interests for personal and political advantages, 



but the Greek aristocracy on the whole distrusted France. "Cette puisance.-. ", 

wiote J. D. Ghikas, "etait tres loin (and) ... presque eclipse devant les puisances 

rivales et avait en ii subir une rholution interieure terrible, qui passait pour 

l'avoir skrieusement 6branl&e".41 Besides, the French had always been 

declared enemies of Russia and an old friend of Turkey. But more 

importantly, the Phanariots had remained devotees of authoritarianism since 

the Byzantine component of their nationalism was still there and their 

ultimate goal was always the taking over of the Ottoman Empire either under 

Russian patronage or Turkish partnership. As G.D. Ghikas has put it "A 

premier vue, leur politique vis-a-vis des puissances semble d'une 

complication achevee; en realit6 ils sont irnbus de la grand conception, chPre 

aux Phanariotes, de la domination par leur race de 1' empire turc entier; ... en 

meme temps et pour se maintenir leur trbne, ils evoluent habilement entre 

les turcs qui sont les maitres 6' aujourd'hui, 2t ies Russes qui pourraient &re 

ceux de demainn.42 

Consequently, it appears that in splie of their benevolent attitude 

towards the spread of new ideas, the Greek aristocrats had remained 

enlightened despots. Indeed, new ideas of equality and of free expression had 

never been adspted by them. In this respect, the Phanariots had absolutist 

tendencies and, although some of them wanted to improve society from 

above, they repeatedly forbade political discussions hostile to their 

government to be held in public places.43 It was not surprising, therefore, that 

by the first decade of the nineteenth century, the Phanariots started to show 

signs of intolerance towards the liberal and even radical spirit adopted by 

some bourgeois intellectuals.44 "Les hommes", wrote the Phanarioi Rizo 

Neroulos about the French Revolution, "eblouis plutot qu' &lair&s, erraient 

au hasard, poussks avec violance de cote et d'autre, et non guidks vers le but 



qu' iis se flattaient d' atteindreN.45 Similarly, this Phanariot loss of patience 

with radical liberalism is evident in a collection of poetry published 

anonymously in 1810 by Alexandre Mavrocordato, the so-called fugitive 

(1794-1819). This work, which is called "Bosporus in Borysthemia", welcomed 

the hopes of Greek emancipation but also demonstrated a spirit of distrust 

towards the new French radical ideas: "There are few rational men", 

Mavrocordato exclaims, "the wicked are numerous, and all are inclined to 

bad manners". And again: "At present, I am an honest man ; after having 

studied (the new radical ideas) perhaps I will have lost my virtuous 

The interesting part, however, is that Mavrocordato was a nationalist 

who in 1786 fled Moldavia when he discovered that he was in danger of being 

executed by the Turks for subversive correspondence with Saint petersburg.47 

Having found refuge in Russia, he also participated in the liberation 

movement and became a member of the "Philike Etairia" .48 Moreover, his 

poetry is inundated with Hellenic symbolism : "Only Athena (education) is 

favorable to them (Greeks). She enumerates their virtues ... Athena convinces 

the gods, m d  they decide to execute their threats ... one sees a multitude of 

soldiers exercising assiduously. Two generals, one descended from 

Themistocles and the other from Xenophon, lead the troopsU.49 

In the poetry of Mavrocordato we have a good example of the Phanariot 

neo-Hellenism, although its militarism is not typical of the Phanariot mind. 

Perhaps the anonymity of the publication and Alexandre's personal plight 

can explain that. Equally important, however, is the obvious contempt for the 

bourgeois generation and the distrust of the French liberal and revolutionary 

thought. That demonstrates the resilience of the Byzantine component of the 

Phanariot psyche and thus its main diversion from the bourgeois spirit and 



modern nationalism. Indeed, the Phanariots, although sympathetic and 

hopeful to their compatriots' predicaments, never accepted ideas such as 

freedom of political expression or political equality. As a result, their culture 

and variability notwithstanding, 

social structure envisioned by 

they retained a Byzantine distrust for the 

the liberal and occasionally egalitarian 

bourgeoisie. Zn that sense the evolution of the Phanariot mind did not reach 

the same level in the political arena as it had done in the sphere of culture. 

Consequently, their socio-political understanding was traditional and pre- 

modrrn. Their "ethnic distinction", therefore, organized primarily along 

cultural and religious lines, was not the equivalent of a genuine modern 

national ideology, its Hellenism notwithstanding. What was lacking was 

primarily the elements of liberalism and modernization which with 

contemporary standards were almost synonymous with modern 

Indeed, the Phanariots never considered the right of a people to 

determine their own form of government, let alone to control the conduct of 

that government. Notions such as parliamentarism did not mean anything to 

them, let alone political equality and sovereignty of the people; and the word 

liberty in their mind was only associated with the Turkish yoke. The 

Phanariot brand of natimalism lacked the element of modernization which, 

according to Dankwart Rustow, is closely related to modern nationalism. 

"Modernization", writes Rustow, "denotes rapidly widening control over 

nature through closer cooperation among men ... It implies an intellectual, a 

technological and a social revolution. It transforms three of man's most 

fundamental relations: to time, to nature and to his fellowman".51 Even after 

the great neo-Hellenic impetus of the 1770's and 1790Ts, therefore, the 

Phanariot vision remained essentially Byzantine : the reestablishment of a 



multi-national state united not by liberal values and the principle of national 

union, but by the enlightened dominance of a Greco/Byzantine di te  

supported itself by a strong patron. In that sense, the later development of the 

Phanariot national conscience was also a continuity of their conservative 

tradition which by the turn of the nineteenth century was evolving under a 

mounting, but not dominant, western influence. 

It appears then that French liberal ideas had not affected the Phanariot 

mind, and any political overtures to revolutionary France were based on need 

and expediency. And although confidence in Russian sincerity toward the 

Greek cause had been already shaken, Russia remained the political model for 

the Greek aristocracy, which continued to seek the support of the Tsar. As for 

the Turkish reality, the Phanariot attitude was that Greeks were not ready for 

self-determination and nationhood. Consequently, any effort against the 

Turks would be hopeless without outside help. Therefore, the emphasis on 

education should continue along with hellenization and reforms which 

would i r  time "enlighten" the Balkan Christians and bring them together. 

So, during the French and Napoleonic wars the likelihood of any general 

revolution was considered by the Phanariots as quite impractical. "Most of 

the higher classes", John Hobhouse had concluded in 1810, "are apparently 

willing to acquiesce in their present condition" .52 

The Nauoleonic factor 

It appears then that in the first decade of the nineteenth century, the 

Phanariots were content with the spread of education and expected outside 

forces to help the Greeks. One such major force was Napoleonic France 

which had rapidly changed the map of Europe and had broken many old ties. 

This French temporal power could not but reinforce the influence already 

gained by French thought, and the Greeks tried to make capital of the 



situation. Accordingly, they persuaded themselves that Napoleon was a 

godsent Achilles combining conveniently theocratic messianism and 

Hellenism. "Ce qu'on ne peut ignorer", Filliti has written, "c'est que 

Bonaparte etait pour les Grecs un nouvel Achille: Certes ct6taient les Francs 

qui etaient destines par la providence 2 delivrer la ~r&e".53 In fact, the Greek 

traditional wishful thinking reached the level of absurdity; they even spread 

rumors among themselves that Bonaparte was one of their own: a Greek of 

Mainote origin whose family had emigrated to ~orsica.54 

The Phanariots were also attracted to Napoleon, especially after he 

proclaimed himself emperor. They were particularly impressed by his 

victories over the third coalition which actually made France a neighbor of 

the 0ttomans.55 As a result, the French factor became much stronger in the 

Phanariot schemes and the French agents in the Principalities were treated 

with increasing flattery by the hospodars. C. Ipsilanti, for example, a Russian 

client, "dissimulant ses sentiments montra-t-il d' une politesse exquise pour 

Sainte Luce, le consul de France a Buczrest, en lui faisant un accueil digne de 

celui de Fleury et il ecrivit A Talleyrand en le priant de ne pas prster foi ii ce 

que Besancon lui aura dit de se vues po1itiques".56 

Napoleon, however, proved to be an opportunist in regard to the Eastern 

Question, and his Near Eastern foreign policy was a succession of personal 

reactions to circumstances.5~~or all his pretensions to the contrary, Napoleon 

wzs not an enthusiast for nationalities per se, and he regarded the Near East 

as a part of Ottoman Empire with which he could bargain with his enemies.58 

In fact, Vandal tells us that "Cette id4e de partager la Turqie ... (Napoleon) s' 

en saisit et la iormule, non pour la realiser encore, mais pour en faire, selon 

les cas, un appgt ou un epouvantail ; tour A tour ... il se montre presse de 

detruire la Turquie ou jaloux de la conserverU.59 The Principalities, 



especially, were for him a geographical expression which he could assign to 

Russia or Austria according to the direction of his policy at any given time. In 

Ghikas' words "il se sert de ce territoire (Principalities) comme d'une appat 

pour diviser ses ennemies, sf assurer leur concours et conclure des trait6sn.60 

The Phanariots soon realized that Napoleonic opportunism worked 

against their interests. For one, they did not want the partition of the 

Ottoman ~ a l k a n s . 6 ~  Accordingly. Demetre Mourouzi had as early as 1805 

warned the Sultan that Bonaparte "ne considerait pas comme impossible un 

partage de 1' Empire 0ttoman".6~ This prediction proved correct after Tilsit, 

where Napoleon and Alexandre I agreed to partition the Balkans between 

themselves and ~ u s t r i a . 6 3  The Phanariots opposed this treaty. The 

swallowing of the Principalities by Russia and the French annexation of 

much of Greece was against their interests. Their fear was that Napoleon 

would destroy Turkish power without benefiting the ~reeks.64 Certainly, the 

Turks were not the best of rulers, but under their declining power the Greek 

aristocracy had a future, and the dream that one day the Greeks would inherit 

the empire was k e ~ t  alive. Bonaparte's opportunism could destroy that hope 

without replacing it, and turn the Balkans into provinces of France, Russia, 

and ~ustria.65 

For this reason, the Phanariots sought a very cautious and flexible 

political approach in the first fifteen years of the nineteenth century. The 

period between 1805 and 1812, in particular, marked by an acute internal 

crisis of the Ottoman state and a growing influence of foreign forces on its 

policies, saw the development among Phanariots of groupings oriented to 

one or another of the great powers.66 Indeed, having their agents in the 

European capitals particularly in Vienna, the Phanariot clans followed 

painstakingly the contemporary political and strategic realignments in trying 



to reach agreements that would safeguard the continuation of their political 

future and, therefore, their vision. In that sense, the Phanariots could appear, 

according to the situation, Russophiles, Francophiles or Austrophiles while 

they were supposed to represent the Ottoman interests.67 

So, in the tumultuous opening years of the nineteenth century, the 

Greek aristocracy of the Phanar seemed to concentrate on security. In doing 

that, the Phanariots appeared to pursue two almost contradictory goals. First, 

the preservation of the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Balkan Empire 

which, according to their Byzantine dream, the Greeks should inherit intact. 

But also; the Phsnariots paid particular attention to international diplomacy 

and sought to be part of an agreement that would entrench them in the 

Principalities and put them in charge of troublesome areas like Serbia and the 

Ionian Islands.68 There, under the protection of one or more great powers, 

they could be granted hereditary rights and therefore a basis on which their 

class could build their "Great Idea" .69 Indeed, on several occasions, Phanariot 

princes such as Demetrios Mourouzi, Constantine Ipsilanti, N. Caradza and 

Michael Soutso tried to persuade powers like England, Russia and Austria to 

mediate with the Porte to that effect.70"~ous avons vu", Filliti writes, "que 

leur (Phanariots) pr6occupation cons tan te 6tait la conservation du trdne 

vacillant sur lequel la Porte ne les laissait jamais s4journer qu'un 

rnoment.''71 Accordingly, C. Ipsilanti, hospodar of Wallachia, mediated in 

1804-1806 between insurgent Serbia and Russia with the hope that the final 

settlement would grant his family hereditary rights in that area.72 Similarly, 

in the Ionians during the French presence and the subsequent Russo-Turkish 

occupation, the Phanariots worked for the Islands becoming a Phanariot-led 

Principality like Moldavia and Wallachia. When that proved impossible and 

the Islands became a republic, the Phanariots made sure that the new state 



became tributary to the Sultan and that its new constitution was completely 

"Byzantine" and advantageous to the established local aristocracy.73 

Phanariot policy thus sought not only to preserve the integrity of the 

Ottoman Empire in the Balkans but also to favour the extension of the 

existing system of autonomous Principalities under Ottoman suzerainty.74 

The rationale behind this policy seems to have been that the creation of more 

Balkan autonomous principalities under Phanariot hereditary leadership 

would facilitate the spread of the Greek cultvlre and the continuation of 

cooperation with both the Great powers and the Ottoman government.75 

That would have been a positive step towards future settlements that could 

lead to a large and united Greco-Byzantine state sanctioned by international 

conventions. 

It appears, then, that during the Napoleonic wars, the Phanariots, in an 

effort to deal with the contemporary political realignments and geographic 

fluidity, sought a piecemeal realization of their plans. What they appear to 

have wanted at this point was to turn the Balkan area into a series of 

autonomous principalities. These geo-political entities would be governed by 

hereditary Phanariot princes who, although still vassals of the Sultan, would 

gradually build a larger Balkan state based on GrecolByzantine culture, 

Orthodox religion and enlightened ideas. Certainly, it is impossible to know 

whether this optimistic Phanariot policy would have led to the disintegration 

of the Ottoman empire, or whether a multinational state would have 

replaced it. The Greek aristocracy, however, had on their side the pan-Balkan 

spread of Greek culture and the lessons of a long experience of diplomacy and 

cooperation with the ~urks.76 

In any case, the Phanariot political calculations demonstrate, apart from 

their gradualism, their propensity towards diplomatic solutions and 



particularly their belief in the importance of the Great Powers. The Phanariots 

believed that the Greeks could achieve their goal only with Great Power 

support, sanctioned by international conventions. For this reason, an armed 

Greek insurrection should be avoided for the time being. The Greeks had to 

wait for favorable international circumstances when outside aid would 

promote their cause. The Greek aristocracy, therefore, in dealing with a 

tumultuous Europe and an uncertain future, paid particular allegiance to 

international diplomacy in the years before the congress of Vienna. As a 

result, they expected the victors, after the settling of the Napoleonic menace, 

to draw a better future for the Greeks. 

THE FINAL ACT 

Disasmointment 

The Congress of Vienna, however, brought only disappointment to the 

Phanariots and the rest of the Greeks. In fact, Capodistrias, The Greek born 

joint foreign minister of the Tsar, tried in vain to convince Alexandre I to 

put the Greek question on the agenda of the c0n~ress.77 But Alexandre was 

afraid of the reaction of Metternich and the English. In fact, the Russia Tsar 

had made that clear in a meeting with Metropolitan Ignantios in October 

1814, when he indicated that "there is nothing to be done for them (Greeks) 

here, and whatever one might try to do would lead precisely to the 

consequences that you fear the most, namely the intervention of foreign 

powers in our relations with the ~urks".78 Indeed, Austria, due to her own 

particular socio-demographic making, was very hostile to nationalist 

movements. In fact, the Austrian mentality regarding the Greek cause was 

summed up later in Metternich's question, "what is Greece" - to which he 



himself provided the scornful answer th.at "Greek ... is employed 

indiscriminately to signify a race, a territory, a language, even a religionfl.79 In 

addition, France and Britain perceived Greece mainly as a "future battlefield 

in their struggle for the Near and Middle East" as well as a symbol of the past - 

a glorious myth subject to the occasional traveller and the romantic scholar.80 

Britain in particular had political reasons to keep the Balkan Christians under 

the Ottoman yoke. To put it in Andre Otetea's words, "1'Angletere tenait B 1' 

integrite de 1'Empire Ottoman et par cons&quent, etait hostile B tout 

mouvement d'emancipation des peuples chr&iens".81 France had an almost 

equal indifference towards the Greek cause. Napoleon's lack of interest was 

more than matched by the French attitude during the era of the Restoration. 

In fact, when the Greek insurrection began, the French government 

instructed the French ambassador in Constantinople to try "to avoid creating 

even the slightest difficulties for the Turkish government, (and) to do 

nothing that would create the impression that the Greeks are recognized".82 

In retrospect, therefore, it is obvious that the Greeks had nothing to 

expect from the great powers. But the Phanariots had hoped that the Congress 

of Vienna would ameliorate the Greek plight. This expectation was directed 

primarily at Russia whom, in spite of past experience, the Phanariots 

continue to consider the obvious ally and supporter of any Greek cause.83 

Indeed, Russian religious and traditional sympathies had always been 

fundamental in the Greek visions of liberty. But more realistically, Russian 

aid towards Greek emancipation had also been encouraged by self-seeking 

Russian courts motivated by the desirability of a back door to Constantinople. 

This form of expansionism simply meant a policy of propping up a feeble ally 

to whom the Tsar could dictate at will. Obviously, the advantages were fewer 

complications for Russian unity and less trouble with Austria, France, and 



~ n ~ l a n d . 8 4  But in Vienna, Russia, after the exhausting Napoleonic wars, 

needed a r e ~ ~ i t e . 8 5  Pressed by the anti-nationalism of England and Austria, 

Alexandre pursued, in the period 1815-1820, a policy of preserving the status 

quo in the Balkans and normalizing the improving relations with the 

Turkish government.86 Certainly the Tsarist government endeavored to 

preserve its image as "protector" of the Balkan Christians, and thus the 

Greeks did not lose faith in Russia until the end. But officially Saint 

Petersburg had no longer any desire to support Greek subversive plans.87 

This Russian policy hurt Phanariot diplomacy and the Greek cause since 

after 1815, the claims of subjected people throughout Europe were officially 

condemned. That was especially true in the Near East as the Ottoman Empire 

had been accepted in the Congress of Vienna as part of the European political 

structure and the Sultan recognized as the legitimate ruler of Greece. 

The Society of Friends 

In such inopportune times, the Greeks realized that if they were to be 

free some day they had to do it by themselves. Already a secret revolutionary 

organization, called Philike Etairia (Friendly Society), had been founded in 

1814, in Odessa (Russia), with the goal of spreading Greek culture and creating 

a Greek national state. Most of its members were petty merchants and 

adventurers who came to seek their fortunes in the cities and towns of South- 

Western Russia and the Danubian ~rinci~alities.88 

There were also Phanariots who chose this active approach to their 

national cause. Constantine Ipsilanti, former hospodar of Moldavia and 

Wallachia :1799-1806), before he died in 1816 left, as a political statement to 

his class the conclusion of a life-time experience: "Les Grecs pour se liberer ne 

doivent compter que sur leur propres forces".89 Indeed, C. Ipsilanti's 



residence in Russia, where he lived as a refugee since 1807, had turned the 

Phanariot politician into a Greek patriot. A testimony of the former 

hospodar's patriotism is his memorandum "Survey of the present state of the 

Ottoman Empire", which he presented to the Russian Tsar in 1816. 

According to this memorandum, the whole social and political system of 

the Turkish empire was based on coercion and arbitrary rule. Particularly 

hopeless was the predicament of the Christian subjects: "to strike a dog in the 

streets is a sin", Ipsilanti asserted, but in the Ottoman Empire ''to strike a 

Christian matters nothing, to kill him even 1ess1'.90 The real responsibility for 

this Turkish tyranny, Ipsilanti continued, lay with the Great Powers, 

particularly England which, "while supposedly seeking humane treatment 

for the black slaves, was doing nothing to alleviate the great number of 

whites and Christians, subjects of the Ottoman Empire, who are treated worse 

than the Negroes in the ~olonies".91 Finally, the former hospodar discussed 

the vitality of the Greek people: "Those who think that the Greek nation has 

degenerated ... make a gross mistake ... There is no nation which has so much 

preserved its character as the Greek. The intentions they show in all 

circumstances, even least favorable, and their readiness to sacrifice all for a 

tiny ray of hope, prove what they are capable op.92 

Constantine Ipsilanti was not the only Phanariot who thought that way. 

Alexandre Mavrocordato (1754-1819), the so-called Firari (fugitive), became a 

member of Philike Etairia and later he initiated his nephew, of the same 

name, who became one of the revolution's leaders and a prime minister.93 

Theodore Negris, diplomat, mar, of letters, and former minister in Moldavia, 

also became an early votary of the revolutionary cause. 94 



Capodistrias and the persisting consexvatism 

Until the years 1819-1820, however, the Phan-ariot class as a whole was 

not a participant in the revolutionary conspiracy. The reasons were several. 

Most of them, hardened pragmatists, could not find much sense,given the 

international situation, in going against the status quo. Accordingly, they 

chose to follow the instructions of a very influential Greek at the time, John 

Capodistrias, an Ionian nobleman who had entered the service of Tsar 

Alexandre I and who, from 1816 onwards, served as joint foreign minister of 

Russia. Capodistrias, in full knowledge of both the European political scene 

and the Balkan realities, believed that the Greeks should earn gradually the 

right of liberation through moral regeneration."We repeat", he writes, "the 

Greeks must solely and exclusively occupy themselves with moral and 

literary education ; every other object is vain every other occupation is 

dangerousU.95 Greeks then, according to him, were not ready for self- 

determination, particularly as "Asiatic" habits of servility and particularism 

were rampant among them.96 Accordingly, with the enthusiastic support of 

many Phanariots, he encouraged the foundation of institutions such as "The 

Society of the Philomousi" (Lovers of the M U S ~ S ) . ~ ~  This institution, with 

establishments both in Athens and Vienna, had been founded "en vue de 

fournir une assistance aux pauvres jeunes Hellenes ayant soif d' 

instruction".98 So, Capodistrias' idea of regeneration concentrated once more 

on education and diplomacy. In fact, he abhorred as disastrous to the Greek 

people the plans that he knew were being made by other Greeks for armed 

insurrection, and he refused to accept the leadership of the "Philike 

E tairiaW.99 

Capodistrias' message corresponded closely to the Phanariots' 

conservative belief in Greek self-education, trust in God, and patience until 



the international situation produced circumstances propitious for their 

emancipation. Accordingly by 181 9, the majority of the Phanariots were still 

anti-revolutionary and thus not receptive to advances of the revolutionary 

conspirators. Besides, the leaders of the conspiracy were originally humble 

people who had not much in common with the Greek aristocrats, and who 

therefore could not approach them ezsily. Moreover, if the Phanariots, as 

leaders of the "nation", participated they would demand the leadership of the 

movement. But in the early years of the Etairia, due to the Phanariots' 

administrative position, the revolutionaries did not consider it prudent to 

give them the leadership of the organization.100 The Etairists thought that 

inter-Phanariot antagonism could prove disastrous for the cause. If, for 

example, the leadership was given to a certain Phanariot grouping, another 

clan, jealous and antagonistic, could perhaps betray the whole organization to 

the ~urks.101 After all, inter-Phanariot back-stabbing was common practice, 

and the fame of their political acumen and duplicity was much more known 

to the common Greeks than their patriotism. 

The questions of uncertaintv and arbitrariness 

In the years 1819-1820, however, the situation started to change. In fact, 

by 1819 the Greek aristocracy had reached a stage of extreme uncertainty about 

the future. Of course the Phanariot position was always precarious. By the eve -. 

of the Greek revolution, however, the situation had become unbearable. For 

example, the monetary price of becoming a prince had reached exorbitant 

heights, and no Phanariot prince could ever predict the duration of his tenure 

- in spite of the hati-sherif of 1802 that supposedly had fixed the tenure at 

seven years.102 In addition, the constant necessity of thwarting the intrigues 

of their rivals and of resisting the opposition of the local boyars exhausted the 

hospodars and make them ready for an alternate solution.l03 To make things 



even worse for the Phanariot Byzantine espirations, the Turkish government 

had promulgated, in January 1819, a statute according to which the Phanariot 

families eligible to supply hospodars had been reduced to four. The Ottoman 

justification was that "dernierement, parmi les Phanariots se sont introduits 

Oes individus incapables et tar& qui ont forck la Porte a 6tablir un nouveau 

Rkglernezt pour rkserver les places d'hospodar a des personnes loyales, 

integrees et 6prouvkes".104 

This latter ordinance demonstrates also the unpredictability and 

arbitrariness of Ottoman rule. In fact, one of the premises under which the 

Phanariots had accepted and exercised the dubious role of Greeks in the 

Ottoman service was that, in the long run, the Turks would acknowledge in 

theory as well as in fact the political function and existence of the Greek 

aristocracy.105 This development could in time have led to a better 

understanding between the two major Ottoman religious groups and 

therefore to a genuine improvement in the Turko-Christian relations, 

sanctioned by the rule of law. But by 1821, nothing seemed further from the 

truth than the above. Ottoman rule, more and more subject to individual 

whim rather than to consistent policy, was going from bad to worse. In fact, 

on the eve of the Greek revolution, a once strong and well-organized 

Ottoman state had been reduced to a chaotic one.lO6The authority of the 

central government was diminishing to the point of de facto loss of control 

of provincial territories where notz%les such ,as Ali pasha of Yanena, 

Pasvanoglou of Vidin, and Mohamet Ali of Egypt had built up almost 

independent dynas t i e s . l~~~oreover ,  in the cities unpredictable and unruly 

Janisaries had created an atmosphere of f e x  among the non-Muslim 

population (a result of such an unlawfulness was the revolt of the Serbs in 

1804).108 This situation required cnange, but efforts to reverse the decline by  



Selim III (1789-1807) had met with failure.109 In fact, the very concept of 

change was treated w-ith suspicion by most Ottoman Muslims since the idea 

of the divine mission of the Ottoman state was never abandoned.110 As a 

result, any de  facto change did not really correspond with an acceptance in 

theory.111 Accordingly, the existance of the Phanariots was a new actuality of 

Ottoman life which had occured in fact but was not admissible in theory. 

Although the Phanariots had gained power and influence in fact, in theory 

they were not entitled to power and influence and, therefore, they had to be 

challenged constantly . 

The examples of Turkish unpredictability and arbitrariness regarding the 

Phanariots are many. And although in several cases Turkish cruelty can be 

rationalized by a Phanariot double game, it appears that in most cases the 

culprit was intrigue, jealousy, vengeance, greed and corruption; those were 

the elements of behavior and action prevalent in the Ottoman socio-political 

~ ~ s t e m . 1 1 2  As a result, many loyal and efficient Phanariots, such as John 

Ipsilanti in 1737, Constantine Ghika in 1741, Nicolas Mavroyeni in 1789, and 

Constantine Handjery in 1799, were executed and had their fortunes 

confiscated.113 Still others ended up in exile, or poorer men like C. 

Mavrocordato u7h0, although a successful governor of Wallachia six times 

and Moldavia four times, had to sell his ancestral house at Constantinople 

and to pawn his grandfather's library to an English merchant.114 During the 

Napoleonic wars the international political fluidity worsened the already 

untenable Phanariot position. Indeed, Michael Soutso and the brothers 

Panayoti and Demetre Mourouzi were de~a~itated.115 Even as late as 1818, 

John Karadja, prince of Wallachia, fled to western Europe to escspe from the 

executioners of the Ottoman minister Hallet-effenti, who favoured the 

intrigues of Karadja's rivals.116 



The most typical 

Phanariots, however, is 

demonstration of Turkish arbitrariness vis-A-vis the 

offered by the life of Alexandre Ipsilanti, grand-fatbier 

of the leader of the Philike Etairia and "le reveur de 1' alliance permanent 

entre la force turque et 1' esprit grec".l17 Alexandre was a very efficient 

Ottoman official.118 For all his contribution, however, Alexandre's enemies 

in Constantinople found an opportunity to attack him when his sons 

Constantine (19 years of age) and Demetre (17) fled to Transylvania for 

reasons unrelated to politics. As a result, Alexandre was forced to resign and 

was exiled to Rhodos.119 Later, after paying another heavy monetary price, 

he was allowed to become again hospodar in Moldavia (1785-1788) and 

Wallachia (1796-1797) only to be deposed again due to his anti-French 

sentiments. In fact, he was replaced by C. Handjeri who was decapitated two 

years later for his pro-French sentiments! Finally, in 1806, when Alexandre's 

son Constantine Ipsilanti fled to Russia to escape the Turkish executioners, 

Alexandre (living at the time in Constantinople) was arrested, tortured and 

executed at the age of eighty, and his family properties were confiscated.120 

Thus, the arbitrariness of the 

subject regardless of position or 

Ottoman rulers could affect any Christian 

wealth. "All in Turkey fear for their life and 

property, particularly the rich", reads a contemporary document.l21 The 

Turkish impositions and corruptions, however, had existed for a long time 

and therefore could not by themselves have turned the Greek aristocracy 

against the Turks. They added, nevertheless, to the mounting frustration of a 

good number of the Phanariots, who by the eve of the revolution had had 

enough of the Turkish heavy-handed tactics and were eager for an active 

solution to their problems. Capodistrias writes in his autobiography about a 

meeting he had with two of them in 1818 : "In their discussion with me, they 

strove to prove to me that the continuation of peace with the Turks was 



impossible and that, as Greeks, they burned to learn that the Russian armies 

were on the eve of crossing the PruthU.l2 

A. Ipsilanti and the conservatism of the wealthy merchants 

In this psychologically vulnerable period of the Phanariot existence, 

crucial developments took place which deradicalized the secret revolutionary 

movement and thus allowed a section of the Greek aristocracy to reconcile its 

status and beliefs with the subversive conspiracy. The development, in 

particular, that facilitated the Phanariot transformation into revolutionaries 

was the increasing conservatism of both the leadership and the membership 

of the Philike Etairia. Indeed, in the early years, not many upper class Greeks 

had become members, and the ones who were made persistent efforts to 

clarify the real nature of the Etairia's relations with Russia. After all, the 

Greek wealthy classes, fearing a popular rising, would rather free Greece from 

"above" with the aid of Russia. Accordingly, it was necessary for the 

movement to find a leader among the Greek upper classes and, if possible, 

one connected with Russia. 

In April 1820, therefore, the Phanariot Alexandre Ipsilanti was 

persuaded by the Etairist E.Xanthos to assume leadership of the revolutionary 

movement.123 Alexandre, the son of Constantine Ipsilanti, was a scion of one 

of the greatest and most renowned Fhanariot families. A Russian officer and 

hero of the battle of Dresden (1813), where he lost his right arm, Ipsilanti was 

also a general at the age of 25, and an aide-de camp and protegit of the ~sar.124 

The presence of such an ardent monarchist and Tsar's protegk at the head of 

the Etairia seemed to guarantee for the Phanariots and the other wealthy 

classes two things : the conservative political goal of the movement, and the 

help of ~ u s s i a . l ~ 5  Ipsilanti, the Phanariots thought, could never accept the 

leadership of a revolutionary organization without the consent of Alexandre 



I. In fact, Ipsilanti himself, like the rest of the Etairists, sought persistently to 

cultivate the impression of Russian help. When he started the Revolution in 

March 1821, he promised the Moldavians that "sir par hasard, de rniskrable 

Turks dans leur dksespoir osent faire des incursions sur votre territoire, n' en 

soyez pas effrayks, car une force toute puissance est pr@te & punir leur 

audancew.l26 The presence thus of Ipsilanti at the helm of the revolutionary 

society made the Greek upper classes feel more at ease with the nature and 

goals of the Philike Etairia. "A cette 6poque1', asserts A. Daskalakis, "beaucoup 

de Phanariotes ... s' associent 1' ~tairie".l27 

Similarly in the same period, the membership of the Etairia became 

more conservative, a fact which facilitated the final transformation of many 

Phanariots from diplomats into revolutionaries. Indeed in the early years, the 

founders of the secret society and the people who formed its membership 

were petty merchants and adventurers who had emigrated from the Balkan 

countryside during the surge of commercial activity that accompanied the 

French Wars. However, not having the resources or the advanced trading 

methods of the established Greek bourgeoisie, these men had been ruined by 

the economic depression that followed the peace of 1814.128 The early main 

recruits of the Etairia were, therefore, economicaly frusrated men who 

resented Muslim power and wealth in their own land, and felt that an ethno- 

religious revolution would offer them the opportunity to improve their 

financial lot. 

On the other hand, the wealthy and established Greek merchants 

wanted nothing to do with the Etairia in the early years. Most of these 

wealthy Greeks had emigrated much earlier and were in control of the 

Hellenic communities abroad. Their desire to share their good fortune with 

the rest of the Greeks was genuine and indeed many among them had 



bestowed generous gifts upon their compatriots of the Ottoman empire. They 

were not keen, however, to pay the price of a social uprising to deliver Greece. 

Instead, they had chosen to believe that national independence could be 

achieved only after the Ottoman Greeks became educated enough to be ready 

for self-determination. 

This conservative bourgeoisie consisted of two important groups: the 

wealthy merchants of the diaspora who since the late seventeenth century 

had established networks with commercial offices in cities as diverse as 

Amsterdam,Vienna, Paris and London; and the great shipowners of the 

Aegean islands who had amassed immense fortunes during the blockades of 

the French and Napoleonic wars. Both groups had learned from the West the 

nationalistic ideas of the late eighteenth century but, unlike the Phanariots, 

they took up the neo-Hellenic cause in its post-Napoleonic sense, free from 

Byzantinism and aristocratic pretensions. They favored Greek 

independen~e~however, only insomuch as it did not result into a social 

revolution, or entailed only the transfer of wealth from one small group to 

another, that is from wealthy Turks to themselves. For this reason, they were 

distrustful of the poorer and more radical merchants who formed the early 

~r~embership of the Etairia. 

After the Napoleonic wars, however, the post-war economic slump 

and successful competition by the Austrian Jewish merchants hit Greece's 

maritime commerce very hard. As a result, by 1820, the profits of the wealthy 

Greek bourgeoisie had been affected seriously. This decline of profit brought 

many wealthy merchants to seek membership in the ~tairia.129 Thus both 

the election of Ipsilanti and economic considerations served to attract the 

wealthy and conservative bourgeoisie who had not hitherto joined the 

revolutionary conspiracy. This further conservative transformation of the 



movement reassured many Phanariots and induced them to become 

members. "A cette derni&re p6riodW, wrote Daskalakis, "A laquelle 1' Etairie 

avait pris une expansion extraordinaire a travers 1' empire et les 

communaut6s greques de 1' Europe, plusiers hommes appartenant plut8t a fa 

noblesse moyenne de  Phanar,.. 6taient habilement attires par les 

hetairistes".l30 Thus, the original plans of the founders of the Etairia did not 

prevail until the end. In fact, "The revolt was .... devoted not ... to a social 

transformation in which all Greeks would be equal in the eyes of the nation, 

but to the enrichment and preservation of a traditional oligarchy".131 

At any rate, it appears that the increasing conservatism of the Etairist 

leadership and membership was another factor which, along with future 

uncertainty and mounting frustration, finally turned many Phanariots into 

revolutionaries. As for those who even until 1821 had chosen to remain 

neutral or loyal to the Sultan, the coup de grace came with the irruption of 

the revolution and the ensuing Turkish retributions. Indeed, after the news 

of the insurrection in the Principalities reached Constantinople, the Turks 

executed a large number of members of Phanariot families such as the 

Mourouzies, the Handjeries, the Mavrocordatos, the Callimachis, the 

Mavrogenis as well as the Manos, the Scavanies, the Photinos and others.132 

This explosion of Turkish wrath left no alternatives for those Phanariots 

who still had qualms about following the revolutionary path. By that time, 

however, broad segments of the Phanariots had already chosen liberty from 

golden servitude. It suffices to say that by 1821 three of the four "most trusted" 

Phanariot families were already members of the Philike Etairia. As Andre 

Otetea has put it, "Des quatre familles chois&, une seule, celle d '  Aleco 

Soutso, allait justifier son elevation par sa fidelith a la Porte. Les autres 6taient 

heteristes ...".I33 



CONCL 

The 

USION 

Greek aristocracy was prompted to strive for the attainment of 

power as a nation and not simply as a class due primarily to future 

uncertainty, Turkish arbitrariness, faith in Russian aid, and the 

deradicalization of the revolutionary movement. By 1821, frustration and 

insecurity along with a determination to destroy the limits set by the actions 

of the Ottomans caused many Phanariots to throw in their lot with the 

insurgents. One should not, however, fail to include as a motive some 

genuine patriotism based on Byzantine Hellenism. But the Phanariots, 

influenced more by French culture than French politics, were primarily 

diplomats, reformers and educators. After the French Revolution, finding 

themselves in the midst of a European power struggle, and doubting both the 

liberalism of the middle class and the reaction of the Church, they used 

diplomacy and political acumen to preserve their status and their ideas. The 

card of Russia was always there. But when Napoleon came into play the 

Phanariots tried to accommodate him, although they soon were disillusioned 

by his opportunism. Nevertheless, throughout the Napoleonic wars, they 

paid particular attention to international diplomacy, seeking an agreement 

that would safeguard their future both as Ottoman vassals and neo- 

Byzantinists. 

By 1821, however, their three dimensional existence was no longer 

tenable. The new historical idea of modern nationalism not only demanded 

the exclusion of Ottomanism but also rendered impossible the very essense of 

the Phanariot belief in a combination of Byzantinism and neo-Hellenism. 

Thus by 1821, many Phanariots, disillusioned with the Europeans and tired of 

Turkish coercion, made a final effort to combine the two ideas by the force of 



arms. And although their effort failed in the fields of the Danubian 

Principalities, the shot fired by Ipsilanti incited the Greeks of Peloponnese 

into revolutionary action. Indeed, in less than a month after the uprising in 

the Principalities the people of the whole peninsula of Morea had arisen 

against the Turks. 

Many Greek aristocrats, thus, proved that, despite their gradualist 

tradition,they were capable of revolutionary activism.In fact, some Phanariots 

became national heroes in the struggle for Greek emancipation. Alexandre 

Ipsilanti became the enthusiastic, if careless, leader of the abortive revolution 

in Moldavia. His brothers Demetrios and Nicolaos after the defeat in the 

Principalities joined the Greeks of the Peloponnese in another (truly 

national) revolution which resulted in a free Greek kingdorn. Also, 

Alexandre hlavrocordato, the future prime minister of the new kingdom, 

threw his lot in with the revolt while deploring the barbarities of the opening 

stages and wishing that the Greeks had been given another ten years at least 

to grow and to prepare. One can find many Phanariot participants in the 

Greek War of Independence : Constantine and George Karadja, Theodore 

Negris, Mathieu Cantacuzene, Constantine Rosseti or Demetre Soutso. Even 

more Phanariot names appear in the iists of families executed by the Turks 

after the beginning of the hostilities. And one, of course, cannot fail to cite 

those who contributed financially such as Mando Mavroyenni and Michael 

Soutso. These people demonstrated that, by 1821, they had been imbued with 

a strong sense of Hellenism that allowed them to become revolutionaries 

when their former hopes failed to materialize. Indeed, it was a Phanariot, 

Alexandre Ipsilanti who, when Capodistrias told him to beware of "these 

miserable merchants' clerks", retorted : "And what will become of these poor 



Greeks. Will they always be slaughtered by the Turks, and will politics do 

nothing for them?'. 134 
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Conclusions 

In the course of this work we have attempted to explain, in historical 

and sociological terms, the role and motivations of Phanariot aristocracy from 

their ascendancy as a social class to the eve of the Greek Revolution. 

Particular emphasis has been placed on the diverse and almost contradictory 

currents of Phanariot thought as it related to the Ottoman establishment, 

Byzantine tradition, and Greek Nationalism, and on how this diversity 

affected their action. 

The Phanariot ascendancy was a corollary of the Turkish vulnerability 

in the late seventeenth century, and of Greek political reconciliation with 

Ottoman power. As a result, a Greco-Turkish political collaboration was 

formed that opened a vast field of action for Greek intelligence and flexibility 

since the Phanariots had the mission to serve as intermediaries between the 

foreign powers and the Porte. 

For these Phanariot administrators and diplomats, assimilation with 

the Ottomans was not a goal. Instead, they believed that a Helleno-Turkish 

collaboration could establish a lasting mutual need which in turn would 

proyxide the Greek people with new opportunities. Thus, according to the 

Phanariots' early aspirations, the Ottoman empire could be transformed, in 

time, into a multinational state, governed by an upcoming Greek political 

and ecclesiastical aristocracy in equal (or even dominant) partnership with 

the Muslim element. 

This Helleno-Turkish understanding also established the Phanariots as 

a governing class in the Danubian Principalities, where their record often 

demonstrates a tedency towards corruption, duplicity and opportunism. One 



should not forget, however, that they were Ottoman officials subjected to the 

imperial system. More importantly, they were Greeks and Christians under 

Muslim and Turkish masters, and their situation required them to be crafty 

and often dubious calculators. 

The Phanariot committment to the Turks, however, did not prevent 

them from seeking the support of the Great Powers, particularly correligionist 

Russia, when the Ottoman empire entered an era of internal difficulties in 

the second half of the eighteenth century. Thus, the Phanariots were 

diplomats who served the Porte and the Principalities while serving their 

own interests as nobles, Greeks, and Orthodox Christians. These interests 

were the counterpart of the services they rendered to the Porte. Indeed, 

utilizing the credit they had obtained in foreign courts, the Greek aristocrats 

sttruggled through collaboration and diplomacy to acquire a form of self- 

reliance that would gradually strengthen the Greco-Christian position within 

the empire vis-h-vis Turkish arbitrary power and Catholic encroachment. 

This Phanariot effort towards consolidation and international ratification of 

their position was part of a greater goal: the liberation from the foreign yoke 

and the establishment of a "Byzantine" multinational state based on Greek 

language and Orthodox religion. And although French enlightened ideas had 

started to influence them, it was Tsarist Russia that became the political 

model for their aspirations. 

Thus, along with the hope in a future Helleno-Turkish partnership, 

the Phanariots sought at the same time to undermine the Ottoman empire 

and to replace it with their awn regime, preferably one that resembled the 

empire before the Conquest. As a result, the Phanariot position was extremely 

delicate and their thought hidden. Consequently, they appeared to the 

common Greeks and to contemporary travellers as an iniquitous lot who 



lived by intrigue and base adulation. But although the Phanariots followed a 

policy without scruples that occasionally had nothing to do with the desires of 

the common people, they were also philanthropists and reformers 

combining in their good deeds a blend of Byzantine soul saving and 

eighteenth century enlightened utilitarianism. 

It appears, then, that the Phanariot mind contained elements from 

both the old and the new worlds. Accordingly their Byzantinism was not 

without a new-found emphasis on Hellenism. In fact , the most important 

contribution of the early Phanariots was to have laid the foundation for a 

psychological regeneration of the Greek people as a political force. In the 

eighteenth century, as the Church gradually lost its preponderant role, it was 

the Phanariots who guided the Greeks to a new sentiment of political self- 

awareness and attempted to re-hellenize their religious identity. 

Consequently, the Greek aristocracy came gradually to represent a lay spirit of 

education and Greek self-awareness as opposed to the old ecclesiastical spirit. 

Phanariot Byzantinism, however, could not be completely replaced by 

modern nationalism. This idea, when spread in the late eighteenth century 

among the Greek middle classes, called for the foundation on the territories 

of ancient Greece of an exclusively Greek state imbued with a national rather 

than Byzantine conscience. This notion was incompatible with Phanariot 

designs. A national state would exclude the majority of Orthodox Christians 

within the Ottoman empire from the new political unit. After all, the Greek 

position in the Balkans was never based on a compact territory or a large and 

united population but rather on a loose influence based on commerce, 

religion, literature, language and tradition. In a large empire the Greeks could 

always be in a position to develop and establish themselves in great 

commercial and educational centers where their active nature would find 



plentiful opportunies and resources to prosper and lead the way in education 

and politics. In contrast, a national state could mean a confinement of the 

Greek restlessness within the boundaries of a poor and undeveloped corner 

of the Ottoman dominions. For these reasons, the Phanariots reserved for the 

Greeks an imperial destiny and chose to superimpose the new idea of 

nationalism upon their Byzantinism without realizing that the two are 

mutually exclusive. 

The result was that the ideas of nation and empire were combined in 

the Phanariot mind. Accordingly, the Phanariots felt themselves to be the 

proud members of a "race" that was the sole representative of both Byzantine 

imperial greatness and ancient Greek wisdom. And they dreamt of a future 

territorial state that would be the unique recipient of all the cultural heritage, 

religious righteousness and imperial pride of Byzantium as well as the 

birthplace of Plato and Aristotle: a new center of Christian and Greek 

civilization. 

The Byzantine component of the Phanariot mind, however, prevented 

them from appreciating the new era that was inaugurated by the French 

Revolution. Indeed, the Phanariots, although influenced by the eighteenth 

century enlightened thought, never considered accomodating their Greco- 

Byzantine vision to liberal or radical views. To be sure, as Byzantinists and 

"enlightened despots" the Phanariots were capable of envisioning a 

cosmopolitan environment receptive to new ideas, but they could not by 

virtue of their position in the empire and the sources of their wealth accept 

the French ideas of liberty and equality. 

Hence the Phanariot class was not a revolutionary group. A revolution 

could destroy the complex network of Greek influence within the Ottoman 

government and the privileges and future hopes associated with it 



Accordingly, the hopes of the Greek aristocracy were based on a gradual 

solution of the Eastern Question and not an abrupt uprising that would 

endanger the century old effort of Greco-Christian consolidation and the 

vision of a large state. In particular, the Phanariots were afraid of 

revolutionary action based merely on enthusiasm. Such an eventuality 

would inhibit sound reflection and would put the whole project of Greek 

emancipation in peril before the cautious process of the circumstances 

provide gradually the means for a d~rable  success. 

Thus, the Phanariots, on the whole, were gradualists. Yet, their 

sentiments as subject people made them candidates for action against 

Turkish arbitrary power. More importantly, their Hellenism infused into 

them a pride that, in time, would allow a good number among them to 

become revolutionaries. Indeed, the post-Napoleonic era revealed a European 

indifference towards Greek aspirations, while the Turks proved to be 

incapable of perceiving the Greek aristocracy as anything more than "hired 

slaves" destined to "do a job" and be dispensed with at the whim of the 

Sultan. As a result, by 1821, many among the Phanariots had been influenced 

by revolutionary ideas and, when their conspiratorial involvement reached a 

point of no return, they threw their lot in with the insurgents. So, despite 

their anti-revolutionary tradition, many Phanariots demonstrated in 1821 

that within their diverse personality there were also the seeds of a 

revolutionary activism. 
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