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Ludivine Voisin: Les monastéres grecs sous
domination latine (Xllle-XVle siécles)

Ludivine Voisin has produced a well-written, updated and systematic exploration of Greek
monasticism under Latin domination between the late twelfth / early thirteenth and sixteenth
centuries. By "Greek monasticism", the author describes Greek-speaking monasticism of the
Chalcedonian rite (23), which could be also described as "Byzantine Orthodox" or
"Rhomaic". The vast geographical area covered in the book - stretching from Southern Italy
to the Holy Land but mainly focusing on mainland Greece, the Aegean and Cyprus -
highlights Voisin's broad perspective and synthetic approach.

The book - a revised version of the author's doctoral dissertation, under the supervision of
Professor Gilles Grivaud at the University of Rouen - is divided in five chapters. The
Introduction sets the scene by tracing the emergence and development of historiography on
the medieval Greek world under Latin domination. Voisin clearly states the key question
behind her research: "Comment évoluent les monasteres grecs dans des cadres politiques,
sociaux, religieux, économiques et culturels différents de ceux de I'époque byzantine?" (23).
Chapter One is a survey of the religious, social and legal structures of Greek-Latin societies
from the Crusades to the Ottoman conquest, touching upon issues such as religious life,
ecclesiastical organisation, the general establishment of a modus vivendi and feudalism.
Chapter Two examines the status, administration and organisation of Greek monasteries,
stressing the elements of institutional continuity and autonomy. The economic role of Greek
monasteries and the fate of their property after the Latin conquest are the main themes
covered in Chapter Three. Various social and cultural aspects of Greek monasticism are
discussed in Chapter Four, including confraternities, the functioning of double monasteries
for both monks and nuns, and literary production and transmission. Chapter Five concentrates
on Greek monasticism between the spiritual authority of the Patriarchate of Constantinople
and the Papacy, and its gradual integration into the Universal Roman Church.

The Conclusion summarises Voisin's findings and main argument: "En résumé, 1'institution
monastique ne subit que peu d'altération, non pas du fait de sa résistance, mais plut6t de sa
capacité a dépasser les frontieres mentales et a s'adapter aux changement

conjoncturels" (402). The historical analysis is followed and enriched by the edition of three
hitherto unpublished documents in Latin: (a) a letter of Pope Honorius III to the abbot of
Saint Nicholas of Casole (1218); (b) a Venetian decree on the co-habitation of monks and
nuns in Crete (1402); and (c) a Venetian decree on the rights of the Greek clergy concerning
funerals (1490). A two-page map (406-407) shows the location (ascertained or hypothetical)
of Greek monasteries in mainland Greece, the Aegean and Cyprus. The book closes with a
lengthy bibliography (409-440) and an index.

One of the book's merits is that it focuses on both continuities and discontinuities in Greek
monasticism for most of the long period of Latin domination in the Eastern Mediterranean.
Although Venetian rule after ca. 1600 in Crete, the Morea and the Ionians is not discussed,
Voisin's presentation of the subject is more than satisfactory in both chronological and spatial
terms. The author takes full advantage of earlier and more recently-published primary sources
in Greek, Latin and Venetian, especially the papal bullaria concerning Cyprus and the other
Greek lands. The value of this last category of sources is that it places Greek monasticism
within a more "globalised" framework of Latin Christian supervision and control that still left
room for ritual and cultural diversity. Voisin shows an in-depth knowledge of the Byzantine
monastic institutions and social structures. By doing so, she is able to critically evaluate the
new order in which Greek monasteries had to operate after the Third and Fourth Crusades.
The author approaches medieval Greek people under Latin rule with sympathy, underlying



their ability to adapt and survive outside the political control of Byzantium. Voisin's inclusive
viewpoint is also reflected in the attention she pays to the social / religious role and activities
of nuns and laywomen in largely male-dominated societies.

"La 'légende noire' de la papauté en Orient" (327) has been rightly criticised by a number of
scholars since the last decade of the twentieth century, including Jean Richard, Benjamin
Arbel, Chris Schabel, Gilles Grivaud, and others. Voisin's book follows this revisionist line of
scholarship, convincingly arguing against the gloomy picture painted by national
historiography. But although the book, like a second mythical Argo , sails through the
Clashing Rocks "du discours néo-colonialiste ou néo-orthodoxe" (24), it sometimes gives the
impression of replacing this dark image with golden age of Convivencia .

While Voisin's choice to speak of medieval "Greeks" and "Hellenism" rests on a long
scholarly tradition, it implicitly and unintentionally disconnects her Latin-ruled Greeks from
their Byzantine "motherland", offering a simplistic view of rather complex issues concerning
Byzantine identity/ies. [ 1 ] This paradoxical de-contextualisation runs throughout the book.
Towards the end of the Introduction (23), the author declares her intention to explore the
mentalities, practices and, ultimately, identity of Greek monasticism under the Latins. To do
so, one would expect the book to discuss at greater length the symbolic boundaries (be they
doctrinal or liturgical) employed in the identity preservation / adaptation process of the Greek
populations under examination. If there was no anti-Latin resistance, for example, why did
the Greeks insist so much in preserving their rites and customs? If doctrinal and ritual
differences between the Old and New Rome did not matter, how are we to interpret Greek
perceptions of Latin doctrines or ritual practices as "heretical" and "impure"?

What is missing from Voisin's narrative is a fuller investigation of the boundary-maintenance
mechanisms that transformed Greek monastic communities - masterfully portrayed as social
nuclei, economic units and cultural centres - into "communities of faith". Constantinople, the
distant yet beating heart of Byzantium and Orthodox Christianity, is only a background
shadow in the book, with no substantial influence over the former Byzantine lands. A detailed
presentation of hesychast networks in the Eastern Mediterranean, building on patriarchal
documents, personal letters, hagiographical texts and manuscript repertories, would have
shown that this does not reflect reality. Reconstructing the dynamic activities of such
Constantinople-centred nexus would have enabled the author to re-evaluate the involvement
of Anthimos of Athens and Joseph Bryennios in Cretan affairs, putting under the microscope
local groups of anti-Latin theologians and scholars. [ 2 ] The reader is also left wondering
why the analysis of Cyprus excludes key sources supporting the book's argument of ritual,
cultural and institutional continuity under the Latins, as well as the development of boundary-
maintenance mechanisms. [ 3 ] The absence from bibliography of major studies on Greek
monasticism and religious culture should be noted. [ 4 ]

Despite these weaknesses, the book succeeds in solidly reconstructing the historical
background behind the continuation, adaptation and evolution of Greek monasticism apres
Byzance . 1t is an instrumentum of the outmost importance for scholars working on the
Crusades, Late Byzantium, Latin and Orthodox Christianity, and Venetian colonialism. The
author is praiseworthy for embarking on such an ambitious and laborious project, providing
a kaleidoscopic analysis of a highly complex subject.
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