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Abstract: The holiness of sacred spaces is expressed through the creative synthesis and performance
of different symbolic or iconic elements. This article concentrates on the medieval church of Ayios
Iakovos in Nicosia, Cyprus. Dedicated to Saint James the Persian, the church became, by the 1600s,
a shared shrine for Christians of different denominations (Orthodox, Maronites, and Latins) and
Muslims. The aim of this article is to investigate in an interdisciplinary way the formation, adaptation,
and negotiation of insular religious identities in relation to Ayios Iakovos’ hierotopy, official and
popular religious practices, and the appropriation of Byzantine culture. The components in the
creation of this sacred space reflect long-term contact between Cyprus and Greater Syria, constructing
an inclusive religious environment with its own insular characteristics. It will be argued that these
characteristics were shaped by global, regional, and local developments, including trade, pilgrimage,
war, and environmental changes. Being in dialogue with recent scholarship on mixed sacred sites,
this case study stresses the importance of interconnectivity and mobility in the creation of shared
places of worship. It also shows that phenomena of religious co-existence and syncretism do not
always result in homogenisation but maintain distinct group identities.

Keywords: multi-confessionalism; popular religion; sacred trees; snakes; insularity; connectivity;
hierotopy

1. Introduction

In the early 1900s, people told a curious story about the great cypress growing near the
small church of Ayios Iakovos at Nicosia (see Figure 1). Magda Ohnefalsch-Richter, who
journeyed around Cyprus between 1894 and 1912, was informed by the area’s Orthodox
inhabitants that the cypress “is regarded as the most ancient [tree] of the island”. She was
also amazed to learn that the tree “is guarded by a big snake that hides during the day and
appears only at night”. Although she attempted to see the serpent with her own eyes, she
was unsuccessful. Men, women, and children from the neighbourhood reassured her that
the story was true, and that the snake had been guarding the tree for years. “Does this not
remind”, wondered Ohnefalsch-Richter, “of the Biblical snake of the Tree of Knowledge in
Paradise?” (Ohnefalsch-Richter [1913] 2006, p. 231).

2. Aim and Structure

Focusing on Ayios Iakovos as a remarkable case study of official and popular religion
that encompasses ritual healing, this article approaches the multi-faith society of Cyprus
in the “long Middle Ages”, and especially in the seventeenth century, by adopting an
interdisciplinary perspective informed by the historical and cultural examination of ar-
chaeological testimonies, literary sources, and ethnographic accounts. This article aims to
reconstruct the processes of insular identity formation, negotiation, and adaptation behind
the long-term role of Ayios Iakovos as a sacred space. It will be argued that various local,
regional, and global developments shaped the site’s unique physiognomy. Although the
driving forces behind Ayios Iakovos’ hierotopic creation are often obscure, the religious
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and cultural connectivities between Cyprus and Byzantium are instrumental in helping us
unlock the complexities posed by the shrine.

The article begins with an archaeological description of Ayios Iakovos and a survey of
related historical sources from Byzantine (ca. 300–1191) to Ottoman times (1570/1–1878),
stressing its diachronic value as a religious centre for Cypriot Christians (Orthodox, Ma-
ronites, and Latins) and Muslims. This is followed by a discussion of official and popular
religious practices (including ritual healing). The article closes by defining insularity
through local, regional, and global processes associated with Ayios Iakovos, and showing
the relevance of this case study for the examination of shared places of worship.
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3. Methodological Concepts
3.1. Religious Groups

Before moving on to the description and history of Ayios Iakovos, it is first important
to define some key methodological concepts. The capitalised term “Orthodox” (which, at
the time, was not restricted to any group) is used to describe Byzantine-rite Christians, who
were mainly Greek-speaking and generally described themselves as Rhomaioi (“Romans”)
but were called by the Latins Greci (Graikoi) (Kaldellis 2019b). The Byzantine rite “is the
liturgical system that developed in the Orthodox Patriarchate of Constantinople and was
gradually adopted, in the Middle Ages, by the other Chalcedonian Orthodox Patriarchates
of Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem” (Taft 1992, p. 16). Although this should not be
interpreted as implying complete ritual uniformity, it does suggest the existence of bonds of
unity across the Byzantine world. “Byzantines” refers to subjects of the Byzantine Empire,
while “Latins” refers to Latin-rite Christians in general. The choice to use “Byzantines”
and “Byzantium”, when referring to the medieval Roman Empire and its people, stresses
the gradual dominance of Constantinople (Byzantion) “as the archetypal patria communis
of the Rhomaioi”, despite the existence of other identities, including local ones (Stouraitis
2017, p. 78; Chrysos 2016–2017; Eshel 2018, p. 202; Theodoropoulos 2021). In post-1300
Cyprus, we can trace the local identity of Kypriotis, shared by both Rhomaioi and Latin
Cypriots (Grivaud 1995; Nicolaou-Konnari 2000–2001). However, the dominant identity
among the island’s Orthodox after the thirteenth century seems to have been the Rhomaic
one (Perdikis 2004, p. 58; Kaplanis 2014; Kaplanis 2015), linking their self-perception to the
religious and cultural legacies of Byzantium.



Religions 2021, 12, 738 3 of 28

The Maronites were an Arabic-speaking, Syriac Chalcedonian community, with strong
Lebanese ties. Like Orthodox and Latin Christians, they were following the decrees of the
Council of Chalcedon (451). An extensive discussion of the council and its aftermath is
beyond the scope of this paper; in a nutshell, Chalcedon proclaimed Christ having two
natures, being fully God and fully human (Borg 2004; Naaman 2011). In the seventh century,
it appears that the Maronites adopted the Byzantine imperial formula of the one will of
Christ (Monothelitism), promoted so as to reconcile Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian
Christians. Monothelitism and its predecessor Monenergism (one activity in Christ) were
initially accepted as doctrinally correct by most Churches but were gradually rejected as
heretical by the majority of Christians in East and West (Salibi 1959, pp. 16, 44–46, 99–100,
137–39, 154; Hovorun 2003, pp. 335–49).

We come now to the identity of Cypriot Muslims in Ottoman times. From the fifteenth
century onwards, there was “a growing concern within the Muslim communities in the
‘lands of Rum’ with defining and enforcing the boundaries of correct belief and practice”,
a process described as “confessionalisation” and “Sunnitisation” of the Ottoman Empire
(Krstić 2021, pp. 7–8). Cyprus was one of those places where elements of Sufism (Bektahism
and Alevism) seem to have found fertile soil (Jennings 1993, p. 160; Hatay 2015; Harmansah
2021). In the words of Mete Hatay, Bektashism expanded Islamic influence “by maintaining
most of the pre-Islamic faith motifs and continuing many of the Christian-based traditions.
The Bektashi faith was predominantly popular in the newly Islamicising societies” (Hatay
2015, p. 52).

3.2. “Long Middle Ages”

The longue durée exploration of Ayios Iakovos as a sacred place adopts Jacque Le Goff’s
perception of a “long Middle Ages”, stretching from Late Antiquity (ca. 200–600) to the
mid-1700s (Le Goff 2015). This study concentrates on the broader period between the tenth
and seventeenth centuries, namely from the consolidation of Byzantine administrative and
military presence in Cyprus (965) to the first century of Ottoman domination on the island
(ca. 1570–ca. 1670). Since nearly all sources on Ayios Iakovos as a multi-faith site date
from the 1600s, the seventeenth century will be our main point of discussion. Thus, from
a chronological perspective, particular emphasis will be laid on what is usually defined
in western European history as the “early modern period”. This period is distinguished
from the Middle Ages proper in that it is characterised by significant developments,
including the New World discoveries, the invention of printing, the Renaissance, and
confessionalisation. The impact of these developments is not to be underestimated; yet, it
is important to transcend the rather artificial division between the (late) Middle Ages and
(early) Modernity, so as to understand more comprehensively and with greater precision the
continuities and discontinuities involved in Ayios Iakovos’ hierotopy. Moreover, applying
the term “medieval” for Byzantine and post-Byzantine religious culture enables scholars
to move beyond the illusory view of Byzantium as “not being medieval” (Kaldellis 2019a,
pp. 75–92), placing its rich and multi-faceted legacy within a broader medieval world in
East and West (Patlagean 2014).

3.3. Hierotopy

Alexei Lidov defines “hierotopy” as “a type of creativity deeply rooted in human
nature”: humans create, spontaneously and/or deliberately, “a concrete milieu of [their]
connection with the transcendental world” (Lidov 2009, p. 34). The recreation of biblical
topoi in medieval East and West is an eloquent example of this creative mechanism of
reproducing the sacred (Lidov 2009, p. 38). The natural world is also part of the hierotopic
process. “Like a holy icon”, writes Veronica Della Dora, “the earth and its variety of
topoi” are to be understood as being “symbolic in the ancient, strong sense of the word,
since ‘symbol’, sym-bolon, denotes coming together of two halves, the visible and the
invisible” (Della Dora 2016, p. 8). As suggested by Ohnefalsch-Richter’s account of the
legendary cypress tree and its guardian snake near Ayios Iakovos, spatial experiences
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of the sacred often embrace practices and beliefs beyond those officially sanctioned by
religious communities and their elites. In medieval Cyprus, as elsewhere in the eastern
Mediterranean, aspects of pre-Christian religious culture were more or less “sanitised” and
integrated into the Christian universe. The relationship between the subaltern traditions
of the ancient pre-Christian world and the hegemonic tradition(s) of Christianity was
largely characterised by constant negotiation, adjustment, and compromise (Kyriacou
2020b, pp. 117–56). Therefore, the distinction between official and popular religion, as well
as between religion and magic, is not always clear. We will argue that it is exactly this
blurring of pure categories and possibly the superimposing of different layers of hierotopic
meaning that transformed Ayios Iakovos into a hospitable sacred space, allowing for the
accommodation, but not homogenisation, of believers from different traditions.

3.4. Ayios Iakovos and Shared Sacred Sites

Shared sacred centres are a global phenomenon (Albera and Eade 2017). Maria
Couroucli argues that “this kind of syncretic practice is more common in the Mediterranean
world than elsewhere, in the home of all three major religions that have shaped the Western
world”, which could be partly explained by the fact that this is “one of the regions in
which the humble and the illiterate have learned to accommodate themselves to more
than one lord during a lifetime” (Couroucli 2014, p. 286). Dionigi Albera observes that
“while mixed worship is still very much part of the religious landscape of the eastern
Mediterranean, it is also by definition a relatively unstructured phenomenon”. Albera
suggests exploring mixed worship in its diverse contexts, which will help scholars “to
arrive at a better understanding of these phenomena . . . and to pay great attention to the
specific features of each of them” (Albera 2012, p. 223).

Focusing on Ayios Iakovos as a case study of mixed worship in the eastern Mediter-
ranean addresses these considerations. This article brings forth the endemic elements of
Cypriot multi-faith society and contributes, through a discussion of the site’s hierotopy, to
reconstructing a unique “sacred landscape of imagination”. The term has been employed
by Ute Luig to describe the different ways sacred landscapes are perceived and interpreted
in relation to ritual performance, power, and identity (Luig 2018, p. 12). Looking at Ayios
Iakovos through the prism of insularity enables us to evaluate the dynamics of human
mobility and interconnectivity (both physical, as well as religious and cultural) in the
creation of a mixed centre of worship, echoing recent research on shared sacred spaces
of the Mediterranean (Bowman 2012; Albera and Couroucli 2012; Barkan and Barkey
2014; Couroucli 2014, pp. 379–82). Moreover, Ayios Iakovos shows that shared sacred sites
existed in earlier times and should not be considered as recent phenomena (cf. Turner and
Turner 1978, pp. 36, 39).

Scholars have approached shared sacred sites as “hybrid” topoi (Albera 2012, pp. 228–32;
Eade and Albera 2017, pp. 12–14). Although “there is no single, or correct, concept of
hybridity”, this article avoids using “hybridity” altogether, because of the term’s colonial
and pseudo-biological associations (Young 1995, p. 25). As noted by Couroucli, “sharing
holy places does not imply the blurring of religious or cultural boundaries; it is part of
the experience of living side-by-side in multicultural societies. Cosmopolitan societies
. . . are not melting pots, but places where identified social groups live in contiguity”
(Couroucli 2014, p. 385). Writing about the Muslim communities of Latin Christendom,
Brian A. Catlos argued that interest (self-interest and mutual interest) and convenience
had been unifying factors in medieval mixed societies. Perhaps the concept of conveniencia,
rather than convivencia (Catlos 2014, p. 524), should be applied in our case study as well.
Interest and convenience are relevant to the centrality of Ayios Iakovos, a factor to be
discussed later on that seems to have contributed to its spiritual magnetism. According to
Robert M. Hayden, centrality in urban religioscapes indicates dominance (Hayden 2013,
p. 327), which characterises the “competitive sharing” or “antagonistic tolerance” visible in
mixed holy places (Hayden et al. 2016). This complex reality is mirrored in Ayios Iakovos,
especially during the seventeenth century, when the church was shared by different groups
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of Christians and Muslims. As our case study will show, the co-existence of these groups
in the same sacred space did not erase the boundaries separating them, which confirms
Couroucli’s statement that “sharing does not imply intimacy” (Couroucli 2014, p. 385).

4. Ayios Iakovos: Archaeology and History
4.1. Architecture

Today, Ayios Iakovos lies in the United Nations Buffer Zone, a victim of abandonment
caused by the political peripeties of modern Cyprus. The church was heavily damaged by
rainfall in February 2019; despite efforts for its restoration, it has remained in a ruinous state
ever since (Domingo 2019). This is largely due to the fact that the Turkish military forces
have placed the Buffer Zone area around Ayios Iakovos under their control (Creţu 2015), as
well as due to the global pandemic emergency. As a result of the present political conditions
in Cyprus, the architectural examination of Ayios Iakovos has been based exclusively on
publications before 1974, especially Athena Tarsouli’s drawing of the building in 1952
(Rizopoulou-Egoumenidou 2012, p. 292). Jacques Lacarrière’s photograph from his 2003
publication on the Buffer Zone is also particularly useful (Lacarrière 2013, pp. 34–35).

From Tarsouli’s drawing and Lacarrière’s image, it seems that the church, dedicated
to Saint James the Persian, had an aisleless nave, a semi-circular apse, and a cylindrical
dome with narrow windows. Ayios Iakovos was restored by the powerful dragoman
Hadjigeorgakis Kornersios (1779/80–1809) in 1793 (Lacarrière 2013, pp. 34–35; Rizopoulou-
Egoumenidou 2012, pp. 291–92). In 1873, Archduke Louis Salvator of Austria described
Ayios Iakovos as “a small building with four barrel vaults; upon these stands a square wall,
carrying the cupola with eight little windows. The interior shows four pointed arches; the
one on the back is lengthened out. The Ikonostasis [icon screen], carved of wood, bears
the Russian eagle. The apse is a niche with pointed arches” (Salvator 1881, p. 33). The
existence of Gothic pointed arches may point towards the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries
(Papageorghiou 2010, p. 463). If this is indeed the case, we may wonder whether an
earlier Byzantine church (if there had been one) was renovated around the mid-fourteenth
century, employing masons familiar with the Byzantine and Gothic building traditions, as
happened, for example, in the Orthodox cathedral of the Hodegetria at Nicosia (Papacostas
2005; Kyriacou 2018, pp. 88–90, 95–96, 116n54, 172n90; Patapiou 2019; Kaffenberger
2020). An icon of Saint James the Persian (66 × 29 cm), probably transferred from Ayios
Iakovos to Ayios Kassianos and now housed in the Byzantine Museum of Nicosia (see
Figure 2), depicts the saint in military dress; the icon has been dated to the tenth century
(Sophocleous 2014, pp. 145–47), but seems to belong to the thirteenth century (Eliades 2017,
p. 95, Figure 50).

4.2. Byzantine Syrian Parallels

The existence of an Orthodox monastery dedicated to Saint James the Persian in
Syria (Deir Mar Yacqub near Qara), whose eleventh-century decoration echoes Byzantine
models and presents similarities to contemporary murals from Ayios Nikolaos tis Stegis at
Kakopetria, Cyprus, could indicate direct or indirect contacts between Cyprus and Syria.
This communication took place as part of a broader process of institutional, cultural and
ecclesiastical Byzantinisation in the Levant from the mid-tenth to the twelfth centuries,
namely during the re-establishment of Byzantine rule in Cyprus and Syria, and could
support the hypothesis of the Byzantine founding of Ayios Iakovos at Nicosia (Snelders
and Immerzeel 2012–2013, pp. 80–81; Galadza 2018).

A useful parallel would be that of Ayios Kassianos (Saint Cassian), near Ayios Iakovos.
We know that, under Emperor Basil II (976–1025), Byzantine Antioch witnessed the re-
building of the earlier church of al-Qusiyān, dedicated to Saint Cassian, which became the
city’s cathedral (Eger 2013, pp. 102–3). Ayios Kassianos in Nicosia is an eighteenth-century
church with later additions and Gothic elements; its dedication suggests that the initial
building may be dating back to Byzantine times (Coureas et al. 2012, p. 179; Rizopoulou-
Egoumenidou 2012, pp. 284, 292; cf. Papageorghiou 1976, pp. 98–99). Our hypothesis
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seems to be supported by the fact that one of the island’s Byzantine doukai based in Nicosia
was Alexios Kassianos (1152–ca. 1174) (Papacostas 2012, p. 104). Future historical and
archaeological research on Ayios Kassianos may reveal whether Alexios Kassianos should
be considered as the founder or patron of the church. Other examples of Cypriot devotion
to saints venerated in Byzantine Syria, during the eleventh and twelfth centuries, are those
of Saint Symeon Stylites the Younger and Saint Phokas (Christodoulou 2010, p. 100; Caseau
and Messis 2021).

Being the administrative centre of one of the most important Byzantine military bases
in the eastern Mediterranean (Lounghis 2010, p. 30; Kyriacou 2020b, pp. 2–9), Nicosia
reproduced the sacred topographies of Constantinople (Ayia Sophia and Ayios Georgios
ton Manganon) (Papacostas 2005; Pilides 2012) and Antioch (e.g., Ayios Iakovos and Ayios
Kassianos). Despite the lack of concrete archaeological evidence dating to the middle
Byzantine period, the dedication of two nearby churches in Nicosia to saints venerated
in Byzantine Syria is indicative of the strengthening of Byzantine presence in the Levant
before and during the first Crusades, and its lasting impact on Cypriot religious culture.

4.3. Historical Sources on Ayios Iakovos

The history of Ayios Iakovos is interwoven with the multi-faith society of Cyprus in the
“long Middle Ages”. By the mid-fifteenth century, what had probably began as a Byzantine-
rite church passed under the Maronites and was known as Santo Jacobo di Maroniti (Richard
1981, pp. 90, 119). Parenthetically, the sources mention another church dedicated to Saint
James (perhaps not the Persian) in Nicosia, which was probably situated on the site of a
later Ottoman mosque, the Sarayönü Camii. This church was Latin and should not be
confused with Ayios Iakovos (Lusignan 1580, ff. 89r, 90v; Richard and Papadopoullos 1983,
pp. 111, 192–93; Coureas et al. 2012, p. 276). Under the Maronites, Ayios Iakovos became
the seat of the local Maronite bishop (Patapiou 2010). An anonymous Venetian report on
the Christian communities of Cyprus, composed in the 1560s and preserved in codex Bank
of Cyprus Cultural Foundation B-030, states that the Maronites of Nicosia possessed a
certain monastery by the name of San Fosi, the income of which was used to support their
bishop (Kyriacou 2019, pp. 74, 104, 150; Kyriacou 2020a, p. 72). Perhaps San Fosi is a scribal
error made during the transcription of San Persi, “Saint Persian”; if so, San Fosi would
be referring to Saint James the Persian (see Figure 2). The saint’s Syriac/Arabic name,
“Yacqub”, a remnant of the Maronite occupation of Ayios Iakovos, passed into Cypriot
Greek, ultimately becoming “Akoufos” and associated, as a result of false etymology, with
the miraculous healing of deafness by Saint James (Loukatos 1962).

In 1596, more than twenty years after the Ottoman conquest of Cyprus (1570–71),
Girolamo Dandini, an Italian Jesuit on his way to the Maronite communities of Lebanon,
visited Nicosia. The Maronites of Cyprus had been recognising papal authority since
Frankish times (Schabel 2001, pp. 248–49); in 1445, their bishop, Elias of Byblos, made a pro-
Latin confession of faith and his representative, Isaac of Minya, travelled to Rome, receiving
the right to bless marriages between Latins and Maronites (Kyriacou 2018, p. 154). In the
1560s, the anonymous Latin author of codex B-030 accused Cypriot Maronites of being
non-Chalcedonians (adhering to the belief that Christ has a single nature, the divine) and
Monenergists (Christ has a single activity). The island’s Maronite community was also said
to be divided between those following the Maronite bishop in Nicosia and the followers
of the Maronite patriarch in Lebanon (Kyriacou 2019, pp. 61–62, 74, 91–92, 104, 124, 150;
Kyriacou 2020a, p. 72). This division was the result of a clash between the pro-Latin
Cypriot Maronites and Patriarch Mikhail al-Ruzzi (1567), whom the former accused of
departing from the Chalcedonian doctrine and pursuing a pro-Jacobite (non-Chalcedonian)
theological line. Papal intervention eventually led to the pro-Roman declaration of Qanubin
in 1580, affirming the Chalcedonian line; moreover, a Maronite college was established in
Rome for receiving Maronite students. Thus, Dandini’s mission to the East in 1596 aimed
at ensuring that the Maronites remained truly united with the papacy in matters of faith
(Harris 2012, p. 94; Kyriacou 2019, p. 149). According to Dandini, the Maronite church of
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Nicosia, most probably a reference to Ayios Iakovos, was in a poor state and in need of all
kinds of liturgical equipment (Dandini [1675] 1685, p. 30).
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Almost a century after Dandini’s visit, Michel Febvre (alias Justinien de Neuvy), a
Capuchin established in Aleppo in the 1670s, provided additional information on the fate of
Ayios Iakovos after the Ottoman conquest (Heyberger 2012, pp. 496–97). Ayios Iakovos, we
read in Febvre, had been desecrated and used by a Janissary as a stable, until Saint James
appeared in his dream, demanding that he restored the church. The Janissary ignored
the warning, but the dreams continued and his camels died suddenly. The Janissary
immediately abandoned the building, which was eventually bought by French Capuchin
friars. Ayios Iakovos was restored and even the local Muslims visited the shrine, anointing
their sick with sacred oil from Saint James’ lamp. Writing at the beginning of the twentieth
century, Frederick Hasluck noted that a similar story was told about the church of Saint
James the Persian at Nisibis, which had been converted into a granary by the Muslims.
Again, the saint appeared in the owner’s dream, forcing him to abandon the church, which
was eventually occupied by the Jacobites (non-Chalcedonian Syrians) (Febvre 1682, pp. 7–9;
Hasluck 1929, pp. 42–43; Kitromilides 2009, pp. 105–6). At first sight, Febvre’s account
presents a rather different version of Ayios Iakovos’ afterlife than the one suggested by
Dandini, but the two versions need not be mutually exclusive: the Maronites might have
continued to be using Ayios Iakovos as their church in 1596, when Dandini visited Nicosia;
at some point later, the church was taken over by a Janissary and was desecrated, but was
recovered by the Capuchins, as related by Febvre.

Archival sources on the activity of Roman Catholic missionaries in the Levant provide
additional information on the fate of Ayios Iakovos in the seventeenth century. The journey
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of three Capuchin friars—Pacifique de Provins, Pacifique de Paris, and Augustine de
Pontoise—in Aleppo, Alexandretta, and Cyprus, resulted in the founding of two missionary
bases on the island, in the port city of Larnaka and Nicosia (1627–1628). Upon their arrival
in Cyprus, Pacifique de Provins is mentioned to have bought Ayios Iakovos, which had been
turned into a stable by a Janissary (Seggiano 1962, pp. 110–11; Tsirpanlis 2006, pp. 270–71).

In 1629, Pietro Vespa, a Venetian Carmelite friar, was appointed Latin bishop of Paphos.
This marked the institutional re-establishment of Roman Catholicism in Cyprus after the
Ottoman conquest and the elimination of Latin ecclesiastical hierarchy (Tsirpanlis 2006,
pp. 269–73). In a letter to the Propaganda Fide in 1638, Vespa claimed to have himself
bought the church, wishing to make it his cathedral, but this was not accepted by everyone
in the Latin community of Cyprus. Vespa stated in his letter that the Observant Franciscans
wished to become the only Catholic missionaries in the Levant, for which reason they
wanted their own church (Santa Croce), situated near the Paphos Gate, to function as a
cathedral. Vespa insisted, arguing that Ayios Iakovos (San Giacomo) was a better option,
since it was situated in the Latin quarter (doue stano li Latini), at the centre of Nicosia (nel
mezzo della cità) (Tsirpanlis 1973, p. 67).

Throughout the seventeenth century, Ayios Iakovos was run by the Capuchins. In
1637, the friars seem to have founded a seminary for Maronite children (Seggiano 1962,
p. 111; Tsirpanlis 1973, pp. 60, 211). In 1647, there was only one priest serving there
(Tsirpanlis 1973, pp. 116, 118); in 1661, a missionary report pointed out that the building
was old and in poor condition, but the Holy Eucharist continued to be administered, the
church was decorated and had a street light (lampada publica) (Tsirpanlis 1973, pp. 166–67).
In 1662, Giuseppe Maria de Bourges sent a report to the Propaganda Fide in Rome, con-
taining a more detailed account of Ayios Iakovos’ role as a religious centre. According to
Bourges, the French Capuchins were celebrating Mass without any restrictions. Among
their flock, there were also Greci, both men and women, who frequented the two Latin
churches of Nicosia daily and with great devotion. In Ayios Iakovos, there was an old
mural painting of Saint James the Persian, venerated by Greci and Turks of both sexes, who
brought children suffering with hearing problems to be healed. Entering the church, related
Bourges, one took a piece of cotton and soaked it into the holy oil of the lamp hanging in
front of the altar. People anointed the ears of their sick, crossing themselves and saying a
prayer to Saint James. As a result of the great number of miraculous healings, the Turks
wished to pay the Capuchins, but the friars refused the money, saying that they lived on
alms. The Turks, then, brought candles and oil to the church and, sometimes, bread for the
friars. Bourges closed his account on Ayios Iakovos by remarking that the same devotion to
Christian saints could be observed in other areas of Turkey, where the sick of the Muslims
were miraculously healed by the grace of God (Tsirpanlis 1973, pp. 178–79; cf. Foulias 2020,
p. 92).

It seems that we possess no substantial information concerning the church until
1793 (cf. Archimandrite [1788] 1902, p. 587), when Hadjigeorgakis Kornesios bought
and restored Ayios Iakovos. The church once again passed to the Orthodox community
(Rizopoulou-Egoumenidou 2012, p. 292). Sometime around 1858, Kallistratos, a Constanti-
nopolitan hieromonk, came to Nicosia and was established in Ayios Iakovos. Kallistratos,
once a monk at Mount Athos, and his disciples were instrumental in the revival of Orthodox
monasticism in Cyprus (Kokkinoftas 2018, pp. 197–200).

Sadly, the political antagonisms and national conflicts of the second half of the twen-
tieth century put an end to the diachronic role exercised by Ayios Iakovos as a religious
magnet for the Orthodox, Maronites, Latins, and even Muslims of Cyprus. Abandonment
and the wrath of nature have almost totally destroyed the church; like the old cypress and
its guardian snake mentioned by Ohnefalsch-Richter, Ayios Iakovos is becoming more and
more a faded memory, an almost-forgotten relic lost in the mist of times irrevocably passed.
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5. Zooming in: Popular Religion and Hierotopy
5.1. Iconic Elements

Having surveyed the architecture and history of Ayios Iakovos, it is now the moment
to focus on the church as hieros topos, a sacred space consisting of different iconic elements.
A spatial icon “is a category of icons which are not painted on wooden boards but are
composed in one way or another out of spatial elements. It remains an icon in more or
less customary sense—it is just implemented with unusual tools and materials” (Simsky
2020, p. 21). This concept is particularly useful for the study of Byzantine hierotopy:
icons are merged with liturgy “in a unifying spatial space”, each component functioning
“as a point of contact between two worlds: Heaven and Earth”. As noted by Andrew
Simsky, this broader conceptual category of “icons” (including liturgical ritual, ecclesiastical
architecture, art and music, and light dramaturgy) “are not merely the principal sense-
making elements of the sacred space, but rather the epitome of the general principle of
iconicity that endows the entirety of the sacred space” (Simsky 2020, p. 16).

In the case of Ayios Iakovos, there are three main iconic elements deserving our
attention: (a) Saint James the Persian; (b) the ancient tree; and (c) the guardian snake.

5.2. Saint James the Persian

We have seen that Saint James the Persian has been venerated diachronically by
Orthodox, Maronite, and Latin Christians, as well as by Muslims. The inclusive nature
of this devotion is embodied by the church itself, especially the mural painting and holy
oil from the saint’s lamp mentioned by Febvre and Bourges. Pilgrimage to Ayios Iakovos,
closely associated with the healing ritual, was a synesthetic experience “both creating and
engaging a narrative linking the body—individual and social group” with sacred space
(Ashmore 2004, p. 261; cf. Vionis and Papantoniou 2019, p. 11). The crucial blending of
senses must have been achieved through bodily movement in space: from the street into
the church, perhaps through a courtyard, before the holy altar and the mural painting
of Saint James. As noted by scholars, the physical experience of moving in space “has
important implications for the maintenance of power relations”, since, by controlling bodily
movement, “it is possible to reproduce dominant perspectives on the world”, shaping
memory through spatiality and ritual performance (Vionis and Papantoniou 2019, p. 11).
The architectural physiognomy of Ayios Iakovos combined Byzantine and Gothic elements;
its decoration might have been enriched with both Maronite and Latin influences, creating
a multi-layered holon that invited believers from different religious traditions to venerate
the saint. This amalgamation of different religious and cultural identities produced, in the
long term, shared religious practices, especially among “the simple”. These were non-elite
believers, belonging to different Christian communities but united in their shared devotion
to Saint James; they were probably “mostly illiterate, and likely had little understanding of
the theological complexities that split apart” the island’s Christians (Tannous 2018, p. 3; cf.
Grehan 2014, pp. 190–91). Acknowledging the reality of shared devotions (Olympios 2013)
does not imply the disappearance of communal boundary building; indeed, rituals became
visible and concrete identity markers that intentionally cultivated emotional responses
and boundary maintenance on the believers’ part (Kyriacou 2020a, pp. 23–25, 31, 36–38).
However, Ayios Iakovos was the shrine of a saint belonging to the ancient, idealised past of
the undivided Christian Church; for this reason, he could have been conveniently claimed
by all Christians, even by some Muslims, in unofficial (or, at least, less officially sanctioned)
ways that did not openly challenge official religion.

Saint James lived in Sasanid Persia around the early fifth century. A Christian apostate
of Syriac origin, he pursued a high-ranking career in the Zoroastrian court of Yazbegerd I
(399–420), but later returned to Christianity and received the crown of martyrdom under
Bahram V (420–38) in 420–21 (Petra 2014, p. 131). Given the perennial enmity between
Romans and Persians, the persecutions of Christians in Persia, and the role of Constan-
tine I (306–37) as their alleged protector, we can understand why memories of Christian
Persian martyrdom left their imprint on Byzantine ecclesiastical history and hagiography
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(Smith 2016). There are at least four recensions of the Byzantine Greek Passion of Saint
James, translated from Syriac, highlighting the popularity of the saint in Byzantine times
(Detoraki 2014, p. 74). What is emphasised in these recensions is the ritual mutilation of
the saint by his persecutors, leading to a slow and horrible death (Devos 1953; Devos 1954).
The Passion of Saint James was also popular in the West, reaching Latin, French, and English
audiences of believers (Carruthers 2011). The saint’s relics were transferred from Bet Lapat,
the place of his martyrdom, to a Georgian monastery; during the persecutions following
the Council of Chalcedon in 451, they were taken to Egypt by the non-Chalcedonian monk
and theologian Peter the Iberian (d. 491). The saint’s head was preserved in Nicomedia,
until it was transferred by the monk Guillermus to the Cormery Abbey in France during
the reign of Alexios I Komnenos (1081–1118); in ca. 1440, it was transferred once again, this
time to Rome. In 1204, Bishop Nivelon de Chérisy found another head relic in Constantino-
ple, which he believed to have belonged to the Persian saint. The bishop transferred the
relic to Soissons; however, the Byzantines, under the Palaiologoi (1261–1453), continued
to preserve a head relic of Saint James in the Pantokrator monastery at Constantinople.
Moreover, the monastery of Saint John the Theologian at Patmos preserved a relic of Saint
James the Persian in the early thirteenth century (Petra 2014, p. 136; Papacostas et al.
2007, p. 44). In Cyprus, a church dedicated to the saint, apart from the one in Nicosia, was
founded some time before 1622 in the village of Choirokoitia (Hassiotis 2000, pp. 192–94).
A village by the name of Ayios Iakovos, with a fifteenth-century (?) church, also exists
in Trikomo, Karpasia (Smagas and Papagiannis 2017, pp. 258, 265; Chotzakoglou 2017,
p. 292; Marangou 2019, pp. 128–35, 329). Although in the twentieth century the church was
dedicated to Saint James, brother of the Lord, it might have been originally dedicated to
Saint James the Persian; this hypothesis is strengthened by the existence of Gothic arches
in both the Karpasia and Nicosia churches. During the consecration of the monastic church
of Saint John Chrysostom at Koutzoubendes (1090), the monks deposited under the altar
the relics of Saint Prokopios, Saint James the Persian, and Saint Marina (Papacostas et al.
2007, pp. 32, 44; Christodoulou 2009, pp. 47–48).

The latent connection between Saint James the Persian and his sacred cypress, seen by
Ohnefalsch-Richter in the early twentieth century, points towards a Byzantine Orthodox
liturgical and hagiographical reading (with a Syriac flavour) of Ayios Iakovos’ hierotopic
landscape. An eleventh-century kontakion (liturgical hymn) on Saint James describes
his martyrdom, with the refrain metaphorically depicting the saint’s mutilation as the
pruning of a vineyard. The vegetal association of Saint James’ death is stressed throughout
the kontakion: the martyr’s body parts fall on the ground like soft tree branches; Saint
James is also praised as a beautiful and fruitful tree, whose fragrance is that of Paradise
(Petra 2014, pp. 137–40). The same vegetal connection is to be found in the Syriac and
Byzantine Greek versions of the Passion, with the Syriac text and Byzantine Greek recension
α (tenth/eleventh century) even presenting the saint as a wounded, yet fragrant, cypress
(Devos 1953, pp. 164–65, 177, 184–85, 187, 189, 191, 200–1, 208; Devos 1954, pp. 236–37,
244, 246, 255–56; Franco 2009, pp. 99–100, 107). Keeping in mind that Saint James’ Persian
community of Christians was, in fact, a branch of Syriac Christianity, “whose centre of
gravity lay outside the Roman Empire and in the Persian (Sasanid) Empire to the east”
(Brock 1987, p. xiii), we should interpret the tree imagery surrounding the martyr within
a Syriac theological context, elements of which passed into the Byzantine tradition. For
Saint Ephrem the Syrian (d. 373), “Christ himself is the fruit of [the] Tree of Life, who gives
himself to be ‘plucked daily’ (i.e., in Communion) by the baptized: it is this fruit which
confers divine life, providing humanity with the possibility, once again, of attaining that
perfect state which had been intended for Adam and Eve” (Brock 1987). The Syriac tree
typology sheds light on the tree imagery in the Byzantine liturgical and hagiographical
texts on Saint James the Persian, explaining the existence of an ancient cypress near Ayios
Iakovos.
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5.3. Sacred Trees

Dendrolatry was practised in Cyprus, as elsewhere in the eastern Mediterranean, from
prehistory (Lightbody 2011; Flourentzos 2001; Goodison 2016; Tully 2018). One of the
best-known examples of tree worship in ancient Cyprus was that of “Woodland Apollo”,
Apollo Hylates, worshipped at Kourion and Paphos, among other areas (Scranton 1967;
Soren 1987; Mlynarczyk 1980; Papantoniou 2012, pp. 89, 97, 112, 137, 139, 148, 157, 226,
227, 231–32, 240–41, 343–44; Mavrojannis 2015; Hunt 2016, p. 243n39; Papantoniou 2016,
pp. 78, 97). It is unclear whether the memory of this pagan cult was still visible during
the Byzantine fifth century, when the apocryphal Acts of Saint Barnabas, set in the first
century, described pagan rituals taking place near the sanctuary of Apollo (Rigsby 1996,
pp. 257–60; Young 2005). Customarily, trees near Orthodox churches played an important
role in healing rituals; pre-modern Cypriots used to hang clothes or rags on the branches,
expecting that God or the venerated saint would miraculously intervene in support of
the believer, through the “magical” transfer of the disease from humans to trees. This has
been described as a form of “sympathetic magic” (Ionas 2013, pp. 27–32, 191–92, 212–17),
especially in its contagious dimension: “things which have once been conjoined must
remain ever afterwards, even when relation that whatever is done to the one must silently
affect the other” (Frazer 1922, p. 174).

In Bilād al-Shām, Greater Syria, trees were iconic elements of sacred landscapes for
centuries. In the biblical world, Asherah, the divine consort of Yahweh suppressed by the
Deuteronomistic reform (seventh-sixth centuries B.C.), had sacred trees or wooden poles as
her cultic objects (Dever 2005). Holy and eminent figures of the three monotheistic religions
inherited the use of sacred trees, attracting believers of different traditions. Abraham’s Oak
at Mamre, near Hebron, was a magnet for pagans (in Late Antiquity), Jews, Christians,
Muslims, and Druze (Lissovsky 2012, pp. 68, 70; Heyden 2020). In 1210, Rabbi Shemuel ben
Shimson saw a tree over the tomb of Yonatan ben Uziel in Ammuqa, visited by Muslims,
who brought oil and lit candles to honour the sage. In 1523, Rabbi Moshe Basola saw an
old tree over the tomb of Rabbi Halafta, another Jewish sage, at Kefar Hanania (Lissovsky
2012, p. 75). cAbd al-Ghani al-Nabulsi (1643–1731), one of the most significant Sufi scholars
of the Ottoman period, sought shade and prayed with his companions under the great oak
tree at Yacqub al-Mansuri’s shrine on Mount Lebanon. Jean de la Roque, who visited the
Levant in 1689, relates that the Maronites celebrated the liturgy under the tall Lebanese
cedars. When a sacred carob tree on the Mount of Olives at Jerusalem was nearly uprooted
by a storm in 1690, a mastaba platform was constructed by local devotees in order to keep it
alive (Grehan 2014, pp. 134–36).

It becomes clear that sacred trees were diachronically considered to be the meeting
place between the human world and the divine, as well as symbols of life and fertility. For
Harold W. Turner, “this place where other realms are meet is also indicated by various forms
representing a link or connection between the human and transhuman spheres, and usually
set in a vertical dimension as a ladder, poles and pillars, trees and hills” (Turner 1979, p. 24).
According to Nurit Lissovsky, “the Mediterranean landscape was for many years subjected
to burning, felling and grazing, which suppressed natural growth, so that the sacred tree
became a landmark in the local landscape, as well as a store of seeds that could rehabilitate
the vegetation of the region” (Lissovsky 2012, p. 76). In polytheistic communities, sacred
trees over or near burial sites highlight the connection between dendrolatry and ancestor
worship; in contrast, in monotheistic communities, sacred trees over or near burial sites do
not imply ancestor worship (Dafni 2007a, p. 11). Another difference between polytheistic
and monotheistic forms of tree worship/devotion is that in monotheistic communities the
object of devotion is a single tree, while in polytheistic communities the object of veneration
is the forest. A third difference is that monotheistic rituals and ceremonies associated with
sacred trees are not part of the official religion, whereas polytheistic rituals and ceremonies
play an important role in the official religion of polytheistic communities (Dafni 2007b,
pp. 11–12). Amots Dafni’s examination of rituals, ceremonies, and customs related to tree
worship/devotion in the modern Middle East includes “family gatherings, conducting
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a Sulkha [“quarrel settling”], the leaving of food, the leaving of objects to absorb divine
blessings and leaving objects for charity”; the same scholar notes that “the performing of
official religious ceremonies under sacred trees was never recorded in present-day Israel
and is typical of the old Semitic religions” (Dafni 2007a, p. 12). Lissovsky explores the
crucial question of whether sacred sites became sacred because of the trees, or whether trees
became sacred because of the site, pointing out that “cult sites were often located near great
trees that were seen from afar and serve as landmarks, rather than that trees were planted
because of their proximity to a tomb” (Lissovsky 2012, p. 80). In the Holy Land, most
sacred trees can be found in rural locations, rather than settled ones; in the latter case, they
are perceived by their devotees as easily accessible sources of divine power in everyday
life, bringing health, fortune, fertility, and a good crop (Lissovsky 2012, pp. 82–83).

Having surveyed the multiple aspects of arboreal worship/devotion in Cyprus and
Greater Syria, we turn once again to the cypress near Ayios Iakovos. While it is impossible
to know the tree’s exact age, Ohnefalsch-Richter’s statement concerning its oldness should
not be disregarded as the product of folk imagination. The enormous Abarkuh cypress in
Yazd, Iran, for example, is considered to be around 4000 years old (Farahmand and Karimi
2018). Today, more than 200 age-old trees are protected by the Department of Forests of
the Republic of Cyprus; the Ayios Nikolaos at Kathikas cypress is more than 700 years
old (Department of Forests, Ministry of Agriculture, Natural Resources and Environment,
Republic of Cyprus 2012). Another Cypriot example would be that of the old cypress
(age unknown), of 25m height (called by the locals “teparissos”), to be encountered near
the medieval chapel of Panayia Tochniotissa at Mandres, not far from Ayios Iakovos in
Karpasia (Marangou 2019, pp. 353–59). By the 1900s, the Ayios Iakovos (in Nicosia) cypress
seems to have become a landmark for the church itself, providing an easily accessible
source of divine power in the daily life of its devotees, both Christians and Muslims. Given
the theological symbolism of the cypress and other trees/plants in Saint James’ liturgical
and hagiographical dossier, we may argue that the cypress in Ayios Iakovos was a visible,
tangible, and concrete manifestation of the saint itself, a truly iconic element of his real
presence in Nicosia.

5.4. Snakes

We come now to the third iconic component of Ayios Iakovos’ hierotopy: the snake.
The dragon’s defeat by the god/hero is a basic aspect of the “chaos combat” theme
(Chaoskampf ) in Mesopotamian cosmogonic myths, probably influencing the Jewish re-
ligious tradition and the Jewish Christian and Byzantine Orthodox theological imagery
(Tsumura 2005; Angel 2006; Oancea 2017; Kyriacou 2020b, pp. 139–41). The so-called
“Serpent Column”, once a votive of the Plataean victory at Delphi, was transferred to
the Hippodrome of Constantinople, where it was invested with various symbolisms and
talismanic, anti-snake powers in Byzantine and Ottoman times (Stephenson 2016). Dafni
notes that, among the Muslims and Druze of the Holy Land, serpents are still considered to
be the guardians of sacred trees (Dafni 2007b, pp. 6, 9). In the Greek island of Kephallonia
and the Italian village of Cocullo in Abruzzi, snake festivals continue to take place within a
Christian context (Håland 2011).

In Antiquity, Cyprus was known as “the snake land”, Ophiousa or Ophiodea (Ohnefalsch-
Richter [1913] 2006, p. 226). Ovid in his Metamorphoses (X.229) mentions the “Ophiusian
plains” of Venus (Ophiusiaque ara), which scholars consider as one of the island’s many
names (Miller 1916, pp. 80–81, 477). Hellenistic statuettes depicting snakes are probably
related to the cult of the serpentine Agathos Daemon, which might have included heal-
ing practices (Papantoniou 2012, pp. 176, 228–29). The Cypriot Ophiogeneis, a family of
“snake-born” serpent charmers, attracted, because of their healing powers, Pliny the Elder’s
attention in the first century A.D. (Ogden 2013, pp. 209, 211–12). The ancient Chaoskampf
theme is reproduced in Cypriot heroic folk songs from medieval Cyprus, praising the deeds
of Byzantine warrior heroes slaying dragons and other monsters, while draconic toponyms
are popular throughout the island (Kyriacou 2020b, pp. 47, 40–43, 48, 59, 61, 77–78, 130–31,
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135–40, 158). In 1760, the Italian scholar and traveller Giovanni Mariti (1736–1806) met a
family of Orthodox healers in “Tremitiou”, who could heal the bites of snakes by touch
(Mariti 1792, p. 23). Similarly, Magda Ohnefalsch-Richter mentions that her husband,
Max Ohnefalsch-Richter (1850–1917), met in ca. 1878 an Orthodox priest in Varosia who
belonged to a family of healers. The healer-priest was said to perform a special ritual,
repeating magic words in Arabic and Greek that (supposedly) transformed the serpent’s
poison into water: “Serasin, Serache, Soan, Aisarahia, Aduna, Isparu, Erichidara. ‘To farmaki sou
osan to ydor’” ((Ohnefalsch-Richter [1913] 2006, pp. 226–27); cf. (Ionas 2013, pp. 250–51)). In
Orthodox Cypriot folk culture, snakes function as phallic symbols associated with fertility,
for which reason various kinds of “snake bread” are traditionally prepared for wedding
ceremonies. In earlier times, snakes were thought to be the protective spirits of houses, or
even the embodiment of saints, if found near chapels. People believed that the dangerous
viper, also known as “koufi” (perhaps from the Arabic “kufi”) (Gonzalez 1991, p. 699), had
a magic stone under her tongue (Ionas 2013, pp. 21–22, 146–48). The idea that snakes are
deaf goes back to Antiquity (Kitto 1840, p. 154; Sakellarios 1868, p. 349) and is repeated
by Mariti, who calls the viper “deaf snake” (Mariti 1792, p. 23). Although hard to prove,
we may assume that the acoustic similarity between “kufi/koufi” (in Arabic and Cypriot
Greek respectively) and “Akoufos”, the Cypriot Greek name for Saint James the Persian,
could have created the impression that the saint was also a protector against snakes and
their venomous bite.

5.5. “Snake Land”

By the late fifteenth century, the ancient image of Cyprus as “snake land” seems to
have assumed greater importance. This was no mere return to classical literary topoi, but
the moment of creation of a new tradition, centred around the monasteries of Stavrovouni
(“Mount of the Cross”) on Mount Olympos and Ayios Nikolaos (dedicated to Saint Nicholas
of Myra) on the Akroteri Peninsula. The founding of both monasteries was dated to the
fourth century, when Saint Helen, the mother of Saint Constantine (Constantine I) and
discoverer of the True Cross in Jerusalem, visited Cyprus. Leontios Makhairas, writing
sometime during the first half of the fifteenth century, follows a twelfth-century Byzantine
hagiographical source (Papadopoullos 1952) in describing Saint Helen’s journey to Cyprus.
Helen is said to have joined together pieces of wood from the True Cross and the crosses
of the two thieves, creating new cross relics suitable for distribution. When the empress
visited Cyprus, the island was troubled by a severe drought. One of Helen’s cross relics
suddenly disappeared, only to miraculously re-appear on “Mount Olympia”, where the
saint eventually established Stavrovouni, a monastery dedicated to the Holy Cross and
preserving a cross relic. According to Makhairas, the founding of Stavrovouni brought
rain and salvation to the people of Cyprus (Pieris and Nicolaou-Konnari 2003, pp. 67–69).
Systematic archaeological examination on the site may confirm the tradition of the fourth-
century founding of Stavrovouni, whose Byzantine origins are, nevertheless, indisputable
(Menardos [1970] 2001, p. 321; Metcalf 2009, pp. 389–90). Although neither Makhairas
nor his Byzantine source mention snakes, their narratives depict Cyprus as a drought-
stricken and lifeless island. As noted by a recent herpetological study on the Cypriot blunt-
nose viper, “water bodies are critical for sustaining both wildlife and human civilization
[and] have been facilitating contact between people and reptiles for millenia” (Jestrzemski
and Kuzyakova 2018, p. 2). Thus, the limitation of water resources during periods of
drought could have made snakes more visible to humans, forging a connection between
the legendary drought in Saint Helen’s time and the “snake land” image of Cyprus. The
tragic reality of water drainage gradually became embedded to the very representation of
Cyprus as an island, inevitably transforming local perceptions and practices of hierotopy.

In 1453, Peter Rot, a pilgrim from Basel, passed from the Akroteri Peninsula, mention-
ing that the Orthodox monks of Ayios Nikolaos kept many cats, which they employed to
exterminate the snakes inhabiting the area. The number of cats appears to have increased
in the following decades, reaching 600 by 1470, when the last Lusignan king of Cyprus,
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James II (1463–73), supported the care of the monastery’s cats with an annual income and
veterinary services (Nicolaou-Konnari and Schabel 2015, pp. 318–19).

Snakes continued to command the interest of Cypriot and non-Cypriot Christians
well after the Ottoman conquest of Cyprus. In 1580, Estienne de Lusignan, a native of
Cyprus, noted that Akroteri was full of snakes and left a description of the ferocious
Cypriot “Cuffi”; he also pointed out, probably repeating what the locals had told him,
that Ayios Nikolaos had been founded by Kalokairos, the Byzantine duke of Cyprus, after
the return of Saint Helen in Constantinople. According to Lusignan, the monks of Ayios
Nikolaos had been armed with an army of cats since early Byzantine times, so as to kill
the peninsula’s dangerous snakes (Lusignan 1580, ff. 18r–19v). Although archaeological
evidence concerning the early founding of the monastery is scarce, the argument in support
of its Byzantine origins is generally accepted by scholars (Papacostas 2015, pp. 167–68;
Olympios 2015, pp. 423–24). In 1596, Girolamo Dandini reported the existence of a great
number of cats nourished by the Orthodox monks of Akroteri (Dandini [1675] 1685, p. 34).
A few years earlier, in 1589, Jacques de Villamont passed from the monastery and described
the snakes as very long and thick. At first, he did not believe the story of the snake-
catching cats, but others reassured him that this was indeed the case. The monastery,
we are told, was deserted, although the peninsula continued to be known as “Cat Cape”
(Villamont [1596] 1609, p. 182). In 1788, the first modern Orthodox historian of Cyprus,
Archimandrite Kyprianos, spoke of the terrible Cypriot viper. Kyprianos quoted Martin
Crusius’ (d. 1607) description, based on the account of the Cypriot Stamatios Donatos, of
a serpentine monster living on Mount Olympos. The last pages of Kyprianos’ historical
treatise on Cyprus are dedicated to the treatment of snakebites, interestingly including
the healing practices of Native Americans from Virginia (Archimandrite [1788] 1902, pp. 7,
591–94).

5.6. Relationships of Iconic Elements

Late medieval narratives on the founding of Stavrovouni and Ayios Nikolaos in
Akroteri present the basic elements creatively combined in the hierotopic landscape of
Ayios Iakovos in Nicosia. The historical Helen, mother of Constantine I and later saintly
empress, was transformed by Orthodox Cypriot folk imagery, probably influenced by the
pre-Christian cult of the Cypriot Goddess, into a divine female figure associated with rain,
fertility, and agrarian regeneration (Menardos [1970] 2001, pp. 315–40; Psychogiou 2008,
pp. 89–90; Kyriacou 2020b, p. 138).

The connection between Saint Helen, whose passage from Cyprus led to the founding
of Stavrovouni and Ayios Nikolaos, and regeneration is stressed by the Byzantine Orthodox
theological symbolism of the cross as the “tree of life”, the “life-giving tree”, and the
“wooden spear” terrifying Hades. There is an explicit link between sacred tree/cross and
snake, since in the Old Testament the cross is prefigured by the brazen snake raised by
Moses on the pole to protect the Israelites from the snakes in the desert (Karagianni 2010,
pp. 28, 60, 73, 94).

The symbolic association between cross and tree was clear to the anonymous author
of the Venetian report in Codex Bank of Cyprus Cultural Foundation B-030, who pointed
out that sixteenth-century Orthodox Cypriots during Lent gathered under the liturgical
cross in order to take a rest “as if under a shadowy and leafy tree” (Kyriacou 2019, pp. 52,
84; Kyriacou 2020a, p. 52). The Russian abbot Daniel, who visited Stavrovouni in the early
twelfth century, specified that Saint Helen left a cross made of cypress wood there, which
drove away the devil and healed illnesses (Menardos [1970] 2001, p. 321). This implies that
the cypress was regarded by medieval Orthodox Cypriots with respect, strengthening the
connection between sacred trees and the cross.

It would be useful to outline the relationship of the iconic elements discussed so
far, having Ayios Iakovos as our main point of reference (see Tables 1–3). Note that cats
do not appear in Stavrovouni and Ayios Iakovos; snakes, on the other hand, appear in
Ayios Nikolaos and Ayios Iakovos but not in Stavrovouni, while the cross/sacred tree
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appears only in Stavrovouni and Ayios Iakovos. As suggested earlier, it is likely that the
transformation of snake symbolism from negative to positive in Ayios Iakovos was shaped
by the false Cypriot Greek etymology of the saint’s Syriac/Arabic name: “the one who
heals deafness/drives away vipers/koufades” = Akoufos > Yacqub.

Table 1. Relationship of Iconic Elements at Stavrovouni.

Saint Helen Cross Drought

Founder of the monastery Tree of Life Evil

Table 2. Relationship of Iconic Elements at Ayios Nikolaos in Akroteri.

Saint Helen/Nicholas Cats Snakes

Divine protectors/patrons of the monastery Protectors Evil

Table 3. Relationship of Iconic Elements at Ayios Iakovos.

Saint James the Persian Cypress Snake

Martyr/holy healer Sacred Tree Guardian of the sacred tree

Popular devotion to Saint James the Persian, not necessarily in conflict with official
religion, appropriated and creatively integrated, consciously or unconsciously, the three
iconic elements appearing separately in the cases of Stavrovouni (Saint Helen and the
cross/tree of life versus drought) and Ayios Nikolaos (Saint Helen/Saint Nicholas and the
cats versus snakes). Unfortunately, we cannot know when exactly this creative integration
took place, or how the various Christian and Muslim groups attracted by Saint James’
shrine interpreted its hierotopy, producing ritual responses related to the sacred cypress
and the snake. What we do know is that the hierotopic landscape of Ayios Iakovos was
not created in a historical vacuum but reflects long-term processes and developments in
Cypriot religious mentalities. Perhaps the way to understand why saints, sacred trees,
and snakes became popular by the fifteenth century and as late as the 1900s is to address
questions of insularity on a global, regional, and local level.

6. Zooming out: Insularity and Its Broader Contexts
6.1. Insular Identities: Fragmentation and Connectivity

Navigating the seascape of Mediterranean insularities is to map the complex and
shifting dynamics of fragmentation and connectivity. Following the “New Thalassology”
paradigm crafted by Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell, we understand this narrative
of “microecologies” as the child of Mediterranean tectonic processes and a “distinctive
regime of communications made possible by the geography of the sea” (Horden and
Purcell 2006, p. 733). Arthur Bernard Knapp argues that “island identities are fluid and
situational, something islanders adopt or shed in tandem with what they wish to say
about themselves, or the way they wish to be seen by others” (Knapp 2007, p. 51). As
Christy Costantakopoulou states in her study on the Athenian Empire and the Aegean, a
fuller examination of the interaction between humans and their landscape requires that
we “differentiate between the world of the ‘islands’, a world dominated by interaction and
connectivity, and the world of the ‘island’, an imaginary world of separation and seclusion”
(Costantakopoulou 2007, p. 254). After all, there is a certain degree of conceptual flexibility
in speaking about islands and insular identities: Fernand Braudel, for instance, saw the
Syrian mainland, surrounded by sea and desert, as an island (Braudel [1949] 1990, p. 191).

Mobility, both human and in terms of circulating ideas and practices, is thus important
in defining insularity. As nicely captured by Ottoman scholar Mustafā CĀlı̄ of Gallipoli
(d. 1600), the green meadow filled with military tents can be compared to the great number
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of “ships on the green sea [hoisting] white sails” (Römer 2001, p. 240). Writing on the Greek
islands under the Venetians and the Ottomans, Spyros I. Asdrachas observes that, despite
the diachronic predominance of agrarian economy and its implied forms of social stability,
the lives of islanders have been shaped in different ways, directly or indirectly, by the
everyday realities of war, trade, emigration, and travelling. This generates contact zones,
internal circuits, and broader networks of communication (Asdrachas 1988, pp. 235–44).

Above all, questions of insularity need to be addressed as a way of charting and
analysing the endemic features of distinct maritime regions. In his recent exploration of
insularity in the Ottoman world, Antonis Hadjikyriacou reminds his readers that “islands
need to be studied ‘on their own terms’, rather than from the external vantage point of
continental realms” and that “islands are microcosms that can provide special insights
into larger processes, global or otherwise” (Hadjikyriacou 2017, p. x). The same scholar
carefully notes that “the study of islands is not an end in itself”, since the concept of
insularity should be seen merely as a methodological tool that enables us “to acquire a
different perspective on the spatial, temporal or conceptual context one may choose to
focus on” (Hadjikyriacou 2017, p. xi).

6.2. Trade, Pilgrimage, Mobility, and Sacred Landscapes

The rise of the Mongol Empire in Inner Eurasia enhanced the thirteenth- and early
fourteenth-century tendency towards commercial globalisation, since “by protecting trans-
Eurasian commerce, Mongol rulers encouraged travel and trade along the Silk Roads”
(Christian 2018, p. 5). In the words of Faruk Tabak, “during the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries, the principal commercial nexus shifted from the southerly maritime circuit, which
pitted Baghdad against Cairo for the privilege for serving as the hub of this commercial
world, to the continental land routes, the termini of which were located on the shores of
the Pontic Sea”. However, around the middle of the fourteenth century, a major change
took place: “the southerly maritime route regained favor after the Mongol empire began
to weaken”, facilitating the rise of Venice and its domination in the Levant (Tabak 2008,
p. 301). The Venetian convoys (nude), accompanied by armed galleys, were now regularly
travelling to Cyprus, Alexandria, and Beirut, transporting spices and silks, grain, and oil
((O’Connell 2017, p. 109); cf. (Arbel 2007)).

The movement of people was driven by religion, as well as profit. The Byzantine
recovery of Syria in the mid-tenth century and the establishment of Crusader states in
the Holy Land in the twelfth century upgraded Cyprus into a key pilgrimage station for
Christian travellers. In this period, trade contacts with both the Crusader states and the
Islamic world seem to have been regular. After the Muslim conquest of Acre in 1291,
Famagusta became a major relay station for pilgrims and merchants sailing to/from Jaffa
and Alexandria, although the port’s significance began to decrease after its Genoese capture
in 1373 (Wartburg and Violaris 2009; Jacoby 2016). In the sixteenth century (1530s–1570),
Venetian trade contacts between the island and Bilād al-Shām/Egypt intensified; Saline
(Larnaka) emerged, next to Famagusta, as another important port in the Levantine basin
(Arbel 2004; Patapiou 2009; Arbel 2014; Kyriacou 2019, pp. 67, 96–97; Kyriacou 2020a,
pp. 64–65). The centrality of Cyprus in regional trade, facilitated by the broader global
context, left its imprint on the Levantine orientation of local places of worship. We have
already argued that Syrian venerations (Saint James the Persian, Saint Cassian, Saint Phokas,
and Saint Symeon Stylites the Younger) were transferred in Cyprus during the last phase of
Byzantine hegemony in the eastern Mediterranean. Under the Lusignans and the Venetians,
pilgrimage connections between the island and Saint Catherine’s monastery on Mount
Sinai gave rise to the Cypriot veneration of Saint Catherine, shared by both Orthodox and
Latin Christians and centred around her alleged birth in Cyprus and “Constantinian blood”
(Calvelli 2014). That religious devotion, interwoven with the itineraries of seamen and
travellers, is eloquently reflected in the creation of ship graffiti in churches situated in or
near the harbours of Larnaka and Famagusta, a practice that seems to have become more
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common after the sixteenth century (Demesticha et al. 2017; cf. Walsh 2006; Walsh 2007;
Michael 2015).

Crossing the sea more often, thus, acted as a catalyst to the transformation of physical
landscape into holy space (see Figure 3). As noted by Michele Bacci, “mariners tended to
attribute holiness to those elements of landscape that announced difficult manoeuvres or
special risks during the navigation”. This led to the dedication of promontories, which
required particular navigation skills to be sailed around, to holy figures and their marking
by churches or monasteries (Bacci 2014, p. 11). In summer, ships approaching Cyprus
from the west with the meltem winds filling their sails, and those coming from the east
and struggling against these same winds needed both nautical skills and divine help to
reach their destination safely (Casson 1950, p. 45; Arnaud 2005, pp. 208–10). Stavrovouni,
Saint Helen’s Mount of the Cross, was the main landmark for ships heading to or coming
from Larnaka, its peak being visible even in cloudy weather (Menardos [1970] 2001, p. 328).
It has been suggested that the association of Ayios Nikolaos in Akroteri with “cats”, and
therefore the emergence of the snake-killing legends going back to Saint Helen and the
actual upkeeping of cats by the local Orthodox monks, was the result of false translation
from Greek to Italian. According to this theory, medieval mariners and cartographers
might have mistranslated the Greek word agathos, a plant name, or Agata, referring to
Saint Agatha and perhaps implying the existence of the pre-Christian toponym Agathe
(“Favourable”), which passed into Italian as Gatte, meaning “cats” (Koutelakis 2010). At any
rate, the increasing significance of both Stavrovouni and Ayios Nikolaos by the fifteenth
century coincides with the regional prominence of Cyprus as a key hub in the marine
highways of the Levantine basin.
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Figure 3. Map of Cyprus by Balthasar Jenichen, 1661. Bank of Cyprus Cultural Foundation, C-036.
The arrows indicate the key economic centres of the “long Middle Ages”: Nicosia at the centre,
Larnaka in the south, and Famagusta in the east. Sacred landmarks for sailors, traders, and pilgrims
are numbered: (1) Stavrovouni; (2) Ayios Nikolaos at Akroteri; (3) Ayia Napa; and (4) Apostolos
Andreas.

During the course of the sixteenth century, the Ottomans managed, slowly but steadily,
to bring most of the eastern Mediterranean under their control: Syria and Egypt were
conquered in 1516–17, followed by Cyprus in 1570–1571 (Jennings 1993, p. 346). The change
of rule and international developments (e.g., the use of the newly discovered Atlantic areas
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for the cultivation of Indian Ocean crops once largely cultivated in the Levant) affected the
economic role of Cyprus, without however changing its Levantine orientation in the late
sixteenth and for most of the seventeenth century (Tabak 2008, pp. 65, 302). The Ottomans
renewed the Venetian ahidnâme (capitulation) in 1573, leading to the establishment of a
Venetian consulate in Larnaka, acknowledged by scholars as one of the most important in
the service of the Serenissima (Costantini 2009, pp. 151–78; Demilyürek 2010). According
to Ronald C. Jennings, in the first decades after the Ottoman conquest, “merchants from
Cyprus traveled regularly in Anatoli and Karaman provinces, to Aleppo (via Trabulus or
Iskenderun), and to Egypt (at Iskenderiya, Dumyat, and particularly Cairo)” (Jennings
1993, p. 334). Christian and Muslim merchants also visited Cyprus and “the small size of
the island enabled lots of people to utilize the bazaars and markets of Lefkoşa” (Jennings
1993, p. 342). Antonis Hadjikyriacou recently observed that “unlike the vast majority of
Ottoman islands in the Aegean, Cyprus was large enough and had the geological and
climatic conditions for a polycultural cash-crop oriented economy”, involving brokers,
manufacturers, and exporters (Hadjikyriacou 2016, p. 91). Colin Breen argues that “in the
context of economic expansion, the network of khans was especially significant. These
caravanserai or inns were a central feature of Ottoman urban development, built to facilitate
and stimulate commercial trade and economic development”. The Büyük Han (Great Inn)
of Nicosia, near the Latin cathedral of Nicosia (turned into a mosque after 1570), is a good
example of the economic and social role of these foundations under the Ottomans (Breen
2019, p. 31). For the late sixteenth and greater part of the seventeenth century, when Ayios
Iakovos mostly appears in written sources, Cyprus continued to serve pilgrims travelling
to or returning from the Holy Land (Frazee 1983, p. 114). Despite the decline in numbers
of Latin Christian pilgrims after 1570, as a result of the Ottoman conquest of Cyprus,
pilgrimage tours from the west did take place and seventeenth-century pilgrimage literature
flourished (Noonan 2007, pp. 184, 198, 201). The numbers of Orthodox Christian pilgrims
(hajjis) seem to have been greater (Izmirlieva 2014); perhaps the earliest Greek account, in
the form of a diary in verse, comes from the pen of Antonios Darkes, an Orthodox Cypriot
priest of Latin descent, who visited the Holy Land in 1589/90 (Chrysochoides 2003, p. 108;
Darkes [1645] 2017).

The ongoing human flow between the island and the Syrian mainland during the
“long Middle Ages” could explain the existence of a sacred tree in Ayios Iakovos, given the
diachronic popularity of sacred trees in Bilād al-Shām. The creative making of the sacred
landscape in Ayios Iakovos incorporated elements (saint, tree, and snake) that were also
characteristic of sacred landscapes in Greater Syria and were, thus, easily recognisable and
acceptable by different religious and ethnic groups. The combination of these elements
must have contributed to shaping Ayios Iakovos’ hierotopic image as a religious “central
place” for Christians and Muslims within the much bigger administrative and economic
centre of Frankish, Venetian, and Ottoman Nicosia between the fifteenth and seventeenth
centuries (Vionis and Papantoniou 2019). Alternatively, to use a term employed by Homi
K. Bhabha, Ayios Iakovos was a “Third Space”, the meeting ground of religious and
cultural alterity, of hegemonic groups and subaltern ones, of symbols that could have
been “appropriated, translated, rehistoricized and read anew” (Bhabha 1994, p. 37). The
realities of everyday interaction miniaturised in Ayios Iakovos reflect the interconnection
and reciprocity of members of Cypriot society, Muslim and Christian, engaged in economic
transactions, intra-communal power struggles, patronage, and collaboration, regardless of
religious and ethnic identities (Kyrris 1987; Hadjikyriacou 2016).

6.3. Cypriot Experiences of the Early Ottoman Rule

Scholars point out that the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, when
Cyprus came under the Ottomans, was a period of crisis for the eastern Mediterranean.
The Ottoman Empire underwent various institutional transformations (largely caused by
inflation and the Safavid/Habsburg wars) affecting taxation and administration (Pamuk
2001). In the case of Cyprus, we may observe a certain degree of decentralisation (Had-
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jikyriacou 2016, p. 83), in terms of local elite consolidation and communal representation
(Hadjianastasis 2009; Hadjikyriacou 2019b), often leading to phenomena of corruption
and oppression, which are traceable, for example, in the violent tax-collecting activities
of the dragoman Markoullis (1668–1674) (Papadopoullos 1981, pp. 88–95; Hadjikyriacou
2016, pp. 85–86). Social misery was also the result of broader environmental anomalies,
especially between 1580 and 1610: freezing winters and recurring drought were particu-
larly felt in Anatolia and the southern Balkans between 1591 and 1596, when “Ottoman
lands entered their longest drought in the past 600 years” (White 2011, pp. 136–37), caus-
ing “famine, social violence, population displacement, and infectious diseases” (Xoplaki
et al. 2018, p. 373). Although the exact impact of these climate anomalies on Cyprus re-
quires systematic examination, various studies (based mostly on literary evidence) suggest
that the living conditions of the Cypriot peasantry in ca. 1600 were indeed exacerbated
(Theocharides 1987; Jennings 1988; Jennings 1993, pp. 173–211; Grivaud 1998, pp. 258–59,
298–300, 312–13, 318–20, 323–26; White 2011, pp. 79–81, 90, 212; Lepida 2015; Hadjikyriacou
2019a; cf. Kolovos and Kotzageorgis 2019).

Given that the passage from Venetian to Ottoman rule had been sealed by conquest,
with Nicosia alone providing nearly 14,000 Christian prisoners to the Ottomans (Costantini
2009, pp. 66–67), it is perhaps no coincidence that the seventeenth century witnessed a
great number of anti-Ottoman revolts and plots on the part of the Christian (especially
Orthodox Christian) population of Cyprus (Hassiotis 2010). Anti-Muslim sentiments might
have been strengthened by the Ottoman burning of the great cross of Stavrovouni by the
Ottomans in 1570 (Menardos [1970] 2001, pp. 293, 327). In 1606, the suppression of a
Christian uprising was accompanied by the forced Islamisation of Cypriot children, which
was lamented over by Christodoulos, the Orthodox archbishop (1606–40) (Miklosich and
Müller 1865, p. 269; Hassiotis 2010, pp. 167–69). Western Christian corsair activity in the
Levantine basin seems to have strengthened Cypriot Christian expectations for liberation
and return to more merciful, as they hoped, conditions of rule (Hassiotis [1972] 2003, p. 55;
cf. Krantonelli [1991] 2014, pp. 318–19). The extent to which the harsh experiences of the
early Ottoman period were visualised through the late medieval image of Cyprus the
“snake land”—tormented by drought and unusually large snakes (see, e.g., Villamont’s
testimony in 1589), but saved by the power of the cross, the saintly emperors of Byzan-
tium, and the serpent-catching cats of Akroteri—remains to be ascertained (Stylianou and
Stylianou 1985, pp. 198, 200–205; Fumaroli 1995; Hassiotis 2000, pp. 174–179; Walter 2006,
pp. 61, 88–89; Marchesano 2010; Drakopoulou 2013; Dandelet 2014, pp. 138–98; Bireley
2014, pp. 36, 86–87, 130, 165, 284, 310, 312; Triantaphyllopoulos 2015).

The concept of martyrdom, closely related to the cross and Saint James the Persian’s
cypress, was known to all Christian groups worshipping within the walls of Ayios Iakovos
in Nicosia. For Orthodox, Maronite, and Latin Christians familiar with the hagiographical
and liturgical texts on Saint James, the cypress was a symbol of the saint’s heroic confession
of Christian faith and self-sacrifice in the hands of his tyrannical persecutors. The flower
of life blossomed out of Saint James’ martyrdom: by the 1900s, when Ohnefalsch-Richter
visited the shrine, the saint’s power had even transformed the venomous snake threatening
Cyprus into a guardian of his sacred tree. In the seventeenth century, both Christians
and Muslims venerated Saint James as a healer; for some, at least, he might have been a
symbol of resistance to oppression and a source of moral strength in their daily misery.
Catholic missionaries in the 1600s often mentioned in their reports the existence of former
Christians/Muslim apostates who had converted to Latin Christianity (rinegati/renegati); in
1638, eleven of them had been baptised in secret in Ayios Iakovos, while in 1641, the Muslim
qadi of Paphos and Limassol was tortured to death in Selimiye Camii for having professed
the superiority of Christianity over Islam ((Tsirpanlis 1973, pp. 67–68, 70; Tsirpanlis 2006,
pp. 282–83); cf. (Jennings 1993, p. 137)). These reports could be considered as reliable
evidence for the phenomenon of crypto-Christianity in Cyprus under the Ottomans, which
is better documented in later centuries (Kokkinoftas 2019). This does not necessarily mean
that all Muslims visiting Ayios Iakovos were crypto-Christians; some of them might have
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been non-Sunni (Bektashi and Alevi) Muslims, as those worshipping in the Christian shrine
of Ayioi Saranta at Tymvou (Foulias 2005). We may assume that the Muslims visiting Ayios
Iakovos were familiar with the growing of sacred trees in the tombs of Sufi masters (Ephrat
2021, p. 125).

Therefore, the different iconic threads weaving the hierotopic tapestry of Ayios Iakovos
in the seventeenth century managed to bring closer a diversity of religious groups. Ortho-
dox and Maronite Christians rediscovered in Ayios Iakovos the ancient traditions of Syriac
and Byzantine Christianity on martyrdom; Latin Christian missionaries re-established in
Cyprus revived the saint’s veneration as a symbol of spiritual rebirth and covert resis-
tance to the domination of Islam; Christian converts from Islam sought comfort and moral
strength; it is also likely that non-Sunni Muslims found there an easily-recognisable sacred
landscape, which could be shared by their own group (cf. Kamberidis 2013; Grierson 2014).

However, sharing the same place of worship in the 1600s did not erase religious
differences and did not bring homogeneity: Christians remained Christians and Muslims
remained Muslims. To this division one should add sporadic outbreaks of tension and
long-term antagonisms within and between the island’s Christian groups. The competition
between Bishop Pietro Vespa and the Franciscans was mentioned earlier. The creation
of the Latin bishopric of Paphos inspired negative reactions among the Maronites, who
were already under pressure by the Orthodox hierarchy (Tsirpanlis 1973, pp. 29–32, 67;
Skordi 2019, pp. 33–40, 59–60, 63–67). The Latin missionaries were sometimes critical of
the Orthodox religious customs and practices (Tsirpanlis 1973, pp. 166, 190). Lastly, the
Orthodox responded to the Latin infiltration in different ways. Some pursued a diplomatic
line of pro-Catholic unionism for the sake of securing Western military help against the
Ottomans; others were hostile to Catholicism, adopting a rather “pro-Calvinist” stance; a
third group was openly anti-Latin, returning to Byzantine patristic sources and models of
power, in order to refute the Latins theologically and stress their supremacy as Christian
elite (Kyriacou 2021, pp. 24–32). This picture of confessional fragmentation resists any
attempt to see Ayios Iakovos as a laboratory of a new hybrid identity shared by all Cypriot
worshippers.

7. Conclusions

This article aimed to examine Ayios Iakovos as a case study of official and popular
religion in the multi-faith society of Cyprus during the “long Middle Ages”. Given that
many of the connections drawn are separated by great spans of time, our attention con-
centrated mainly on Ayios Iakovos as a multi-faith centre in the 1600s. Future studies on
Ayios Iakovos will certainly profit from the improvement of political conditions in Cyprus,
which could provide opportunities for in situ archaeological research. Moreover, future
research in Venetian, Ottoman, and pontifical archives may bring to light more information
on Ayios Iakovos and its multi-faith function in the seventeenth century.

What follows is a summary of this article’s conclusions:

(a) Ayios Iakovos as a multi-faith religious site. The historical exploration of the shrine
has confirmed its role as a shared holy place and healing centre in the seventeenth
century. The architectural survey has shown the existence of both Byzantine and Latin
influences, suggesting syncretism and confessional co-existence. We have proposed
that the origins of Saint James the Persian’s veneration in Cyprus could be traced back
in Byzantine times, especially during the Byzantine rule in Cyprus and Syria between
the tenth and twelfth centuries.

(b) Details in the creative making of sacred landscape. There are three iconic elements
in Ayios Iakovos’ hierotopic landscape: saint, cypress, and snake. The Byzantine
dossier of liturgical and hagiographical texts on Saint James the Persian indicates an
arboreal symbolism (the saint as a cypress tree) with roots in Syriac theology. The
analysis of the three iconic elements connects Cyprus to Greater Syria, creating a
familiar hieros topos for worshippers from different groups and the practice of healing.
Apparently, this occurred without drawing a sharp line between official and popular
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religion. There are also some Cypriot parallels (Stavrovouni and Ayios Nikolaos at
Akroteri), suggesting that the creative blending of iconic elements in Ayios Iakovos
should be seen as part of the widespread perception of Cyprus as “snake land” after
the fifteenth century.

(c) Global, regional, and local developments. From ca. 1400 to ca. 1700, trade and
pilgrimage mobility in the eastern Mediterranean were important for reasserting
the significance of holy shrines in Cyprus, both in maritime areas and the mainland.
The orientation of Cypriot economy and pilgrimage traffic was largely Levantine,
which supports our earlier interpretation of hierotopic mobility from Greater Syria to
Cyprus. At the same time, the bleak conditions of the early Ottoman rule, exacerbated
by environmental anomalies, created a new dynamic for worshippers attracted to
Saint James’ church at Nicosia. Ayios Iakovos encapsulates these broader tendencies,
witnessing the interactive relationship (but not homogenisation) of different religious
groups, each of whom had its own beliefs, anxieties, and expectations. Ultimately,
Ayios Iakovos, with its healing powers and sacred iconic elements, provided the
common ground for Orthodox, Maronites, Latins, crypto-Christians, and Muslims to
co-exist and worship within its sacred enclosure.

(d) Byzantine connectivities. In the 1600s, when Ayios Iakovos became a Latin cathedral
under the shadow of the Ottomans, the spiritual message of Saint James’ story (sacri-
ficial victory over death) seems to have become more relevant for Cypriot Christian
believers, regardless of confessional identity. This was partly due to the revived inter-
est of Muslim-ruled Cypriot Christians in the concepts of persecution and martyrdom.
The theological symbolism of Saint James became possible through the translation of
texts on his martyrdom from Syriac into Byzantine Greek (and later into Latin and
other languages), initially in the tenth/eleventh century. Likewise, the emergence of
the saint’s veneration in Cyprus seems to date around the period of Byzantine rule in
the Levant. Although Ayios Iakovos changed hands throughout the centuries, the
saint’s memory remained associated with his passion, bearing witness to the religious
and cultural connectivities between Cyprus and the Byzantine world, as well as to
the inclusive power of Saint James as a spiritual symbol.

(e) Ayios Iakovos and other shared sacred sites. This case study, with its emphasis
on interconnectivity and insularity, echoes the tendency of recent scholarship to
examine shared sacred sites within a much broader nexus of exchanges and mobility.
The hierotopic combination of the three iconic elements analysed here is crucial in
understanding the distinctive physiognomy of Ayios Iakovos as an “imagined” (per
Luig) hieros topos. Like other places of mixed worship, Ayios Iakovos should not be
viewed as a “melting pot”, but rather as the home of various groups, who maintained
their own traditions and remained open to syncretism. What is rather atypical in
the case of Ayios Iakovos, is the fact that the church is not a rural one. According
to Albera, “mixed attendance . . . tends to focus on very small rural shrines that are
deep in the countryside and associated with rituals based on the farming calendar”
(Albera 2012, p. 228). This could be probably the result of the long history of Ayios
Iakovos changing hands as time went by. As suggested by seventeenth-century
sources, the communities whose history remained associated with the site continued
to be attracted by it, regardless of who possessed it. To remember Hayden, centrality
indicates dominance and highlights the competitive co-existence of religious groups in
mixed holy places. Clearly, this view is reflected in Vespa’s aforementioned statement
in 1638 that Ayios Iakovos should become the Latin cathedral, because of its centrality
in the Latin quarter and the city of Nicosia. The success of Ayios Iakovos as a shared
sacred centre might have been also related to what Albera describes as “devotional
ambivalence” (Albera 2012, p. 230). Due to his Persian/Syrian origins and popularity
in East and West, Saint James belonged to everyone and was venerated by everyone,
even if the cultures, beliefs, and expectations of his devotees were not always the
same.
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ρoς. Eικoνoστάσιoν 10: 195–208.
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Archbishopric of Cyprus.
Papantoniou, Giorgos. 2012. Religion and Social Transformations in Cyprus: From the Cypriot Basileis to the Hellenistic Strategos. Leiden and

Boston: Brill.
Papantoniou, Giorgos. 2016. Cypriot ritual and cult from the Bronze to the Iron Age: A longue-durée approach. Journal of Greek

Archaeology 1: 73–108.
Patapiou, Nasa. 2009. Larnaka during Venetian rule from unpublished documents in the State Archive of Venice. Cyprus Today, 15–27.
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