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Abstract: In the fi rst part of the contribution current interpretations of Cypriot kingship are criti-
cally discussed. In the second part, as far as epigraphical and literary evidence allows, some fea-
tures of Cypriot royal rule, especially those regarding the kings’ power, are expounded with more 
or less certainty, and without trying to give a complete picture of Cypriot kingship.
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This article and that of Christian Körner in the same volume of Electrum go back to pa-
pers delivered at the conference “Kleinkönige und starke Verwalter: Macht und Bedeu-
tung lokaler und regionaler Herrschaft im östlichen Mittelmeer und dem Vorderen Orient 
von der assyrischen bis sasanidischen Zeit,” which was organised by Stefan Hauser and 
Henning Börm and held in Konstanz on 30 September and 1 October, 2013. Both articles 
refer to each other. Christian Körner has written a book dealing exhaustively with the 
Cypriot city kingdoms and Cypriot kingship which will appear in this year, while I have 
written several articles on Hellenistic Cyprus reverting more or less to the period of the 
city kings, and a few articles on the Cypriot city kingdoms and the transition from Cy-
prus of the city kingdoms to Ptolemaic Cyprus. For my present topic, I refer explicitly 
to my own publications and my articles in press.1 Since in Körner’s future book both the 
historical Cypriot kingdoms and Cypriot city kingship form the central topic, I deliver – 
in close cooperation with Körner, whom I thank for much advice – only a sketch of what 
may have been Cypriot city kingship.

I must start by giving two hints important for understanding the topic of this paper: in 
the period of the ancient Cypriot city kingdoms, as far as we have written evidence at our 
disposal, the island was under foreign suzerainty, i.e. indirect rule, for a long time that of 

1  Cf. Mehl 1995b; Mehl, forthcoming a.
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the Middle Eastern empires of the Assyrians and Persians respectively their kings, and 
for a short time that of Alexander the Great and some of his fi rst successors.2 Therefore, 
in describing and discussing the internal conditions of Cyprus during this period, one has 
to refer to the infl uence of the suzerain.3 Furthermore, the geographical position of Cy-
prus, which was settled by people from outside and its role in overseas trade, will raise 
the question of whether or to what extent Cyprus was infl uenced from outside or had its 
own development. Research has answered this question in diff erent ways.4 

1. Research based on meagre evidence and ideological catchwords

Reading Herodotus’ report on Xerxes’ war against Greece, one becomes aware of Cyp-
riot city kings doing service in the Persian fl eet. They command the ships, their crews 
and the soldiers on board the ships, which are from their respective city kingdoms. Also 
outside this war one encounters Cypriot city kings or their sons in military actions in 
Cyprus and in the nearby sea, as well as far from the island. They always appear as the 
commanders of the troops of the city state which they reign themselves. One may think 
that this stereotypical situation tells us something about a king’s position in his kingdom. 
In particular, one may deduce that the Cypriot city kings were also responsible for the 
political side of a war and that the seamen and soldiers were their subjects and were 
levied on their responsibility and authority. All this may have been true. However, the re-
lationship between a king and his realm may have been diff erent: the king may not have 
been competent in decisions on peace and war and on levying troops, but the city may 
have made such decisions – though it is not at all clear what “city” (πόλις) in Greek or 
“people” in some Phoenician inscriptions really means: if there was an assembly of the 
people and/or a council or only an informal meeting of the leading families or something 
else. If one assumes that these institutions or groups did not only give the king advice, 
but made decisions, the king would have been but a representative of his city.

I have argued in this hypothetical way because on the one hand there is not much 
written evidence either from Cyprus or from outside, literary texts as well as inscriptions, 
about the relationship between king and city and about the position of the king, and on 
the other hand some modern scholars have made very decisive, even rigid general state-
ments about Cypriot city kingship.5 The problem of Cypriot kingship begins even with 

2  Cf. Mehl 2009b and 2011b, also for the terms “suzerain” and “indirect rule,” and of course, for this 
particular topic abundantly Christian Körner’s future book as well as his article both quoted above. For 
Cyprus being under direct Antigonid and Ptolemaic rule, cf. Mehl 1995b; 1996c. 

3  For historical events and situations the author refers to the following books: Hill 1940; Stylianou 1992; 
Collombier 1995; Iacovou 2002; Zournatzi 2005.

4  E.g. Mehl 1996a, 140–141, and 2009b, esp. 207–208. Iacovou 2002 argue in favour of a peculiar 
Cypriot kingship, whereas Zournatzi 1996 sees infl uence from the Levant.

5  Coins do not help either, especially because their legends are abbreviated so that the grammatical 
endings are missing, and so one does not know if they say “X king of Y” or “X king citizen of Y”; nor do the 
monuments of the kings etc. help. For the authors mentioned above cf. below.
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the royal title: authors like Herodotus and Isocrates use βασιλεύς and τύραννος inter-
changeably, to which Diodorus adds δυνάστης in the same indiscriminate way.6

Furthermore, one has to ask how far the hypothetical statements given above have 
been infl uenced by anticipations that are determined by an ideology. The abstraction of 
Cypriot city kings as a general type for the whole island from concrete and very often 
unique historical events and situations is open to discussion because before Hellenism 
in Cyprus there lived three groups diff erent in language, religion, and manners: Greeks, 
Phoenicians, and the so-called Eteo-Cypriots, about whom we have only tiny bits of 
information. However, boundaries of nations and of culture are not necessarily limits of 
forms of political organisations. Therefore, a unique form of kingship in pre-Hellenistic 
Cyprus would not be impossible in theory. On the other hand, the hypothetical division of 
the Cypriot kingdoms into three forms of kingship following the three groups of inhabit-
ants is very problematic, if not erroneous, because of some simple historical facts: the 
ethnic and cultural groups did not live separated from each other, but the populations in 
the city kingdoms were mixed, of course with diff erent distributions of the three groups 
from kingdom to kingdom. And some individuals will have changed village, town and 
kingdom, so that the distribution of the population in a given kingdom will have changed 
over the course of time. Moreover, there was cultural exchange within Cyprus. In conse-
quence, the construction of three types of kingship according to the three groups in the 
population of the island and diff ering from each other so that they can be distinguished 
has a weak foundation and much can be argued against it. A new point of view in the 
archaeology of Cyprus (and not only there) is a sophisticated distinction of evidence by 
small regional or even local units.7 If one applies this principle to the Cypriot city king-
doms, the result will be that the condition of each of them must have been diff erent from 
each other, and one has to abandon any generalisation that could help to fi nd common 
features in the structure of the city kingdoms. Altogether, the idea of as many types of 
kingship as there were city kingdoms is the total antithesis of the idea of one single type 
of kingship, which is based on far-reaching generalisation and abstraction.

The title of this paper might lead the reader to assume that modern research attributes 
diff erent principal forms of government to Cypriot kingship, the latter understood as 
only one type for the whole island. Indeed, this is the case. Furthermore, these positions 
in the last instance are based on theories of forms of government or political constitu-
tions, but their authors do not pay attention to that theory and the historical meaning of 
the terms they take from it. For example, the terms “despotism,” “autocracy,” and “abso-
lutism” are used interchangeably by the same author.8 In consequence, political theory is 
applied unconsciously, and thus in an extremely trivialised manner. Furthermore, these 
terms are not only removed from any political theory, but they may be or even are inter-
preted on the basis of an ideological framework that consists of very simple formulas. 
In the end, some opinions about Cypriot kingship seem to be nothing else than a game 
of catchwords, unfortunately of catchwords that may have dangerous eff ects on readers. 

6  In his book quoted above, Körner gives the complete evidence for the titles of Cyprus’s city kings in 
monuments and literature. Cf. in general Carlier 1984, 234–239 for the archaic and later times, although in 
his book he does not deal with the title of δυνάστης in the sense of “king.”

7  Papantoniou 2012 with the review Mehl 2013b.
8  Stylianou 1992, 401–402; cf. below in the following sections.
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Nonetheless, these authors are obviously convinced that they describe the situation in 
Cyprus of the city kings in a correct and even self-evident way, and so one has to dwell 
on these scholars and their ideas about Cypriot kingship.

The relevant authors are divided into two groups. On the one hand, about 80 years 
ago Konstantinos Spyridakis, a Greek from Cyprus, hypothesised a civic constitution 
with a monarch at the top for the city kingdom of Idalion in the centre of Cyprus. He was 
convinced that this type of constitution had been more or less the same in all Cypriot 
kingdoms.9 Spyridakis traced this constitution back to Athenian infl uence. As a result, 
this constitution would be Athenian democracy: of course, not with archontes and strat-
egoi as in the original, but with a king as leading executive personal. This hypothesis 
is open to the question of which phase in the development of the Athenian democracy 
would have been copied in Idalion or in all of Cyprus. As city kings reigned in Cyprus 
at the latest in the eighth century BCE under Neo-Assyrian dominion and presumably 
already before it, Cypriot kingship within a democratic constitution following the Athe-
nian pattern would mean that there was a development in Cypriot kingship with two 
diff erent stages: one before the Athenian infl uence, and the other after it had worked 
in the fi fth to fourth century BCE.10 On the one hand, to assume such a development or 
a development at all in Cypriot kingship of the early and middle fi rst millennium BCE is 
not self-evident; on the other, Cyprus was in continuous contact with both the “Orient” 
and Greece, and these contacts, as well as changing economic conditions on the island, 
may have induced changes in the society as well as in the political organisation of the 
city kingdoms. Indeed, Spyridakis presupposed without any hesitation a development 
towards a special type of democracy in Cyprus.

Other scholars saw or see still today the city king as governing with absolute power.11 
However, there is some diff erentiation between these scholars in explaining the king’s 
rule as using absolute power: It may be the notorious “oriental despotism” as it is cited 
not only for ancient conditions of rule, or tyranny as an autocracy not of oriental, but 
of Greek off spring, absolutism which seems to refer to something like the Roman prin-
ceps legibus absolutus or early modern absolutism as it is best known from the French 
king Louis XIV, and fi nally a special absolutism originating in Cyprus itself. Though 
the position that explains the way Cypriot city kings ruled, by oriental despotism, will 
include that there was in Cyprus – as it was thought to be under “oriental” conditions 
in general – no development at all, some scholars who postulated the Cypriot city kings 
being autocratic and absolute rulers saw development in the island. More precisely, for 
them ancient Cypriot autocracy or absolutism resulted from a historical development. 
Nonetheless, the developments they describe diff er from each other, because these au-
thors see diff erences in the situations or conditions that produced the developments, as 
well as in their results.

9  Spyridakis 1937, 69ff .; cf. Hill 1940, 115 and Stylianou 1992, 402. Spyridakis’ reference to Idalion 
is due to an inscription which is not dated by itself. Cf. below Chapter 2, the section with footnotes 30–32.

10  For Cyprus under Neo-Assyrian and later-on Persian dominion, cf. Stylianou 1992; Mehl 2009a, 
2009b, 2011b.

11  In the following critical discussion of modern research on ancient Cypriot kingship I of course use the 
terms (e.g. “absolute power”) found in the literature on which I comment.
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The well-known archaeologist and historian of antiquity, Einar Gjerstad, who was – 
in the volumes of the Swedish Cyprus Expedition of the years around 1930 – the fi rst 
to postulate the Cypriot city kings’ oriental despotism, hypothesised a development that 
had led to this peculiar situation in Cyprus’s city kingdoms. He made Middle Eastern 
infl uence responsible for the Cypriot development towards oriental despotism.12 This 
infl uence may have originated in the empires and their kings that were suzerains of Cy-
prus, but according to Gjerstad also Cypriot city kings, eager to imitate the mighty rulers 
of the Neo-Assyrian and Persian empires, may have led Cyprus into oriental despotism. 
As a consequence of Gjerstad’s hypothesis, Cyprus’s kingdoms would have been ruled 
in a more liberal way, so to speak, up to the time when Middle Eastern infl uence started 
to work.

Indeed, following a hypothesis established about 1990 by Panayotis Stylianou,
another Greek Cypriot, with criticism of both Spyridakis and Gjerstad, kingship in Cy-
prus would have developed from Homeric “heroic monarchy,” understood as “‘liberal’ 
government,” to “autocracy” and “absolute rule.”13 The outstanding example for this 
development was according to Stylianou Euagoras I, who reigned over Salamis in the 
late fi fth and early fourth century. Altogether, Stylianou described a development that 
would have led to tyranny as it existed at the same time in the Greek world, especially in 
Sicily.14 Stylianou’s fi rst phase is similar to Gjerstad’s, but the second stage, although as 
a type of autocracy similar or equal to Gjerstad’s, is of diff erent provenance: not “orien-
tal,” but Greek. Nonetheless, Stylianou assumed Persian impact, which he called “aid,” 
on the Cypriot development away from “liberal’ government” towards autocracy. In this 
way, he postulated Middle Eastern or “oriental” infl uence, as Gjerstad had also done. 
As a result, Stylianou’s Cypriot tyranny is of western derivation and type, but it also has 
features of “oriental despotism.”15

If one focuses on the two ethnic groups in Cyprus which formed the main body of 
the Cypriot population at that time, one might assign the Cypriot Phoenicians the role of 
conveying Middle Eastern political principles, and with them “oriental despotism,” to re-
gions west of the Middle East, because they were in close contact with Phoenicians in the 
Levant and in Cilicia – though the Phoenicians living in Phoenicia may have practised 
a political system that was far from anything like autocracy or absolutism, and the role 
of the Cypriot Phoenicians as the agents of the Persians was at least extremely overesti-
mated, if it is not wrong at all.16 On the other side, the Greeks of Cyprus would have been 
responsible for infl uence from the Greek sphere, regarding both tyranny and democracy. 
If one thinks of Spyridakis’, Gjerstad’s, and Stylianous’s ideas of political development 

12  Gjerstad 1948, esp. 226ff . and 452ff ., quoted by Stylianou 1992, 399ff . with disapproval, but cf. below 
on Stylianou’s own hypothesis.

13  Stylianou 1992, 400–408.
14  It will not be surprising that for Stylianou “Homeric kingship” is far from any autocratic regime. 

Cf. Carlier 1984, 128–130 for the Mycenean and 178–194 for the Homeric kingship with a well-balanced 
argument.

15  In view of this result it is astonishing that Stylianou, as stated above, criticises Gjerstad.
16  For the – because of the very modest evidence in the last instance hypothetical – development of the 

political constitution in Phoenicia cf. Gschnitzer 1993 and Günther 1997, also Mehl 1998, 143–160. The 
hypothesised role of the Phoenicians in Cyprus can be read in Stylianou 1992 as quoted above. Against his 
position, see Maier 1985; Mehl 2013a, 147–148; 2013c, 335–336.

The Cypriot Kings: Despots or Democrats or…?
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on a general level, one will fi nd that all three construct a development of two stages. And 
although they postulate diff erent developments, there is a common principle in their con-
structions: infl uence from the “Orient” in any case produces autocratic monarchy, and so 
for the people lack of freedom, or even servitude, whereas Greek infl uence may produce 
either democracy or tyranny and for the people either freedom or lack of freedom and 
servitude. The latter could also be the result of a combined infl uence of both spheres. If 
this were the case, as Stylianou has argued, it would be directed against the stereotypical 
confl ict between East and West. Nonetheless, this peculiar co-operation of Orient and 
Occident would have to be explained in a very detailed and sophisticated way.

2. Some refl ections on Cypriot kingship

I will now discuss some historical situations which are reported in literary and/or epi-
graphical evidence, with regard to Cypriot kingship. A few features are not open to 
doubt. Cyprus’s city kingdoms were ruled by kings, not queens. Cypriot kingship was 
hereditary. In consequence, dynasties ruled. But certain details are uncertain: we do not 
know if it was always the fi rst son who became his father’s successor. On the other hand, 
we know that a king and his family could be dethroned by a usurper without any hostile 
reaction from the suzerain towards the new king, as numismatic evidence may tell us 
about such events at Marion in the West and indeed, literary evidence does at Salamis in 
the East of the island. However, we do not know if the usurper as the new king needed 
the suzerain’s recognition. Some modern authors, such as Stylianou, as quoted above 
in Chapter 1, have written about the population’s participation in the turbulences of 
a dynastic change: they write that at Marion and Salamis usurpations were accompanied 
or even caused by bloody confrontations between Cypriot Greeks and Phoenicians (the 
latter playing an aggressive role) and that the Persian Great King supported the latter. 
However, this interpretation is caused by ideological prejudices, and in particular by an 
arbitrary but seductive conscious or sometimes unconscious analogy of the relations 
between the Ottoman Empire or modern Turkey and the Cypriot Greeks on the one side, 
and those of the ancient Persian Empire together with some of its nations, explicitly the 
Phoenicians, and again the Cypriot Greeks, on the other.

At the beginning of this article something was said about Cypriot city kings in war. 
Indeed, only kings and princes, the latter to be understood as their father’s deputies, were 
commanders of troops of city states. In foreign policy, contacts with the Pan-Hellenic 
sanctuaries included, and in the relationship with the suzerains, ancient Greek literary 
sources and inscriptions do not mention the cities as acting institutions, but the kings 
and members of their families.17 According to the literary sources, before the outbreak 
of both Cypriot insurrections against the Persian Great King (498 and 350 BCE), con-
fl icting positions regarding the question decisive for the weal and woe of subordinate 
structures in big empires, if one should be loyal to the suzerain or break with him, were 
discussed and decided and even physically held within the respective royal family. The 
result of these internal debates and clashes – not within the city or between city and king 

17  One example among many is Diodorus’ report on the resurrection of 350 BCE: 16.42.3–9 and 46.1–3.
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– decided upon loyalty or breaking away. However, we have information about these 
situations only in Salamis.18 In other city kingdoms it may have been diff erent, and as 
a consequence, a general conclusion would be impossible.

One has to be cautious in interpreting some remarks in our literary sources as evi-
dence for an active political role of the polis or citizens.19 Statements like “all Cypriots 
except for the Amathousians” as insurgents in 498 against the Persian suzerain, in Hero-
dotus 5.104 even twice, are not only rare, but one would be misunderstanding them, as 
well as other statements like “the Salaminians,” if one took them as meaning activities 
decided by civic institutions of a polis, because they are extremely short expressions of 
more complicate conditions, and moreover they are due to Greek understanding of the 
political life in a polis. Other short reports, like that in Herodotus 5.113f. about “the Am-
athousians,” who, again in the Cypriot revolt against Persia, maltreated the corpse of the 
initiator of the rebellion, the Salaminian king Onesilos who had been killed in the battle, 
and hung up his head above a town-gate of Amathous, do in their context not hint at an 
assembly of the people or another civic institution of that polis, but at the Amathousian 
military units that were the only one Cypriot contingent to fi ght on the Persian side in 
the decisive battle near Salamis. Neither do reports about desertions of complete military 
units in a battle say anything about the political conditions of the home polis of the fi ght-
ers: according to Herodotus 5.113, in the same battle near Salamis Stasanor, the “tyrant” 
of Kourion deserted together with his troops from the insurgentsʼ to the suzerain’s side, 
and then, becoming aware of this treason, the soldiers of the Salaminian chariots did the 
same. The latter, however, were authorised for their spontaneous desertion neither by 
their king, who continued fi ghting against the Persians until his death in battle, nor by an 
institution of their polis, which, of course, would have been unable to intervene in such 
a situation.

A Phoenician inscription from Kition fi rst published about 25 years ago deals with 
a war, and in its context with a victory monument.20 For the latter the Greek word 
“tropaion” is used, of course in Phoenician transcription. The inscription is dated to the 
year 392/91, being the fi rst year of “Milkyaton king of Kition and Idalion.” “King and 
people” erect the monument together. This is mentioned twice. The text also tells us that 
“Baal has given me [i.e. the king who is speaking here himself] and the whole people 
of Kition strength.” Nonetheless, the king proclaims that he himself has won the victory 
over the enemy (who is not named) and his ally from Paphos. One may conclude that 
only the king as the sole victor had at his disposal what was gained in war.

The king’s double title in the inscription quoted above gives information on a special 
political constellation: a Cypriot city king could be king of a city state A and at the same 
time of a city state B: in modern terms he could be king of two (or more) city states in 
personal union, as was Milkyaton. Another king ruled not only Kition and Idalion, but 
also Tamassos. However, all known inscriptions of the type “X King of A and B (and 

18  Herodotus 5.104ff .; Diodorus as before.
19  Cf. Mehl, forthcoming b (with another example given in Diodorus 14.98.2). The present author uses 

“polis” in a wide sense following the ancient use of this term. Cf. Mehl 2011a, 219–222.
20  Yon/Sznycer 1991, 1992, and Yon 2004, no. 1144, for the whole section.

The Cypriot Kings: Despots or Democrats or…?Remarks on Cypriot Kingship...
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C)” are about kings of Kition.21 These epigraphical texts are written in Phoenician or in 
Greek (the latter in the syllabic script) or in both languages, and besides the inscription 
about the tropaion, they are dedications made by a king or a private person. In the latter 
inscriptions the title of the king together with the year of his reign is given for dating 
the event. Another personal union, regarding a king of Salamis also becoming king of 
Tamassos, was due to a special situation and is reported in a literary source:22 Alexander 
the Great made this decision in taking away Tamassos from the king of Kition. Another 
literary source may give a hint about one more personal union: Diodorus 19.79.4 tells for 
the year 313, when Cyprus was an object of war led by Alexander’s successors, of a king 
of Lapethos who may also have been “dynastes of (nearby) Keryneia.”23 As a result, for 
the time before Alexander and the diadochi when Cyprus was under the suzerainty of the 
Persian kings, we have evidence for two or three city kingdoms ruled in personal union 
only about kings of Kition. One might ask which title(s) the Salaminian king Euagoras 
I had when he had conquered the most Cypriot city kingdoms and held them for some 
years in the early fourth century BCE.24

The formula saying that the same person is king of A and B (and C) does not at all 
include that this king held exactly the same position with exactly the same rights of rule 
in A and B. In a conquered territory – as Idalion evidently was for the kings of Kition – 
the same king may have enjoyed more power than he had in the territory in which he had 
inherited his position. As a ruler over defeated enemies who were now his subjects, the 
king may have exercised even unlimited power. The chance to get more power may have 
induced a king to try to acquire another kingdom. In most cases, this will have happened 
by war. Indeed, beginning at the latest with Euagoras I of Salamis, there seems to have 
been a tendency to extend the territory ruled by the king.25 Nonetheless, as the epigraphi-
cal royal titles and perhaps also a literary text quoted above show, the city kingdoms of 
Kition, Idalion, and Tamassos and perhaps also those of Lapethos and Keryneia contin-
ued to exist in their traditional form; they were not united, but got and had the same king 
who reigned his two or three or more kingdoms in personal union.26 Unfortunately we 
do not know the conditions of rule of the kings of Kition over Idalion. It may be that the 
documents found many years ago in an administrative building in Idalion would help, 

21  Besides the Phoenician inscription quoted in the preceding footnote – e.g. the bilingual inscription 
Yon 2004, no. 69 = Masson 1983, no. 220 = Egetmeyer 2010, 636–637, no. 4: according to the Phoenician 
version the fourth year of Milkyaton, king of Kition and Idalion (388 BCE, for this inscription see also below 
footnote 32) and Yon 2004, no. 1002: Pumayyaton (= Poumiathon), king of Kition, Idalion, and Tamassos 
(341 BCE). For the whole section above cf. Mehl 1996a, 128–130. Körner gives an exhaustive documentation 
of the relevant inscriptions in his book, quoted above.

22  Athenaios 4, 167c–d = Duris, FGrH 76 F 4; cf. Mehl 1995b, 96.
23  This king of Lapethos was in fact also king of Keryneia, if one takes the text as it is written in the 

manuscripts. In this case we do not know if Keryneia before the situation described in Diodorus had her 
own king. However, it is argued that in Diodorus 19.79.4 before the city name “Keryneia” originally another 
personal name was written, and then in copying the text was lost. Cf. the editions of Diodorus.

24  For the historical situation, cf. Zournatzi 1991 and in short Mehl 2004, 16.
25  Cf. Mehl 2004, 19–20, also for the argument following above. That Ledroi and Chytroi disappeared as 

city kingdoms from the historical scene before the fi fth century BCE is a further argument for the hypothesis 
that there was more change and development in Cyprus of the city kings than we are accustomed to assume.

26  In consequence, the number of kingdoms and that of ruling kings at a given time will not have been 
identical. This fact, though it is plausible, is in general not taken into consideration.
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but they have not yet been published.27 Altogether, only a preliminary result can be given 
here: in archaic and classical Cyprus under foreign suzerainty, Cypriot kingship may 
have been shaped diff erently from kingdom to kingdom. These diff erences will have 
been caused by the diff erent historical situations of the emergence and formation of royal 
rule, including the conquest of a city kingdom by the king of another city kingdom.

A question that has been – and indeed must be – posed is whether or in which way and 
to which extent the polis or its populace (understood as citizens though being subjects to 
the king) took part in the rule. This question includes further questions, especially those 
for the division of competences and rights and for the structure and organisation of the 
polis. The problem is again that the report of a historical situation or event very often 
does not help to understand the principles of rule in the given political unit, or it helps 
only together with information given in other sources. Since about 413/12, then, Euago-
ras I of Salamis, the best-known Cypriot king, established his rule as a system work-
ing with a small group of supporters and advisors.28 Athenaios, 6.255f–256a, following 
Aristotle’s disciple Klearchos, relates that in Salamis – presumably during Euagoras’ 
reign – a sophisticated system of spies for sounding out the subjects was set up. One can 
compare these spies with similar institutions in Sicilian poleis ruled by tyrants, and the 
“eyes-and-ears” of the Persian Great Kings. Such a secret information system seems to 
have been typical of tyrants and powerful kings.

If one traces the advice given by Isocrates in Nicocles 54, to prevent and prohibit 
associations and clubs as well as meetings and assemblies, back to Euagoras’ rule, re-
strictions for the subjects were also an important part of the latter’s rule. However, the 
ban on associations etc. will have aimed precisely at subjects who may also have been 
citizens of a polis. If the latter were the case and the polis had cooperated with the king 
in this matter only if it was socially and politically organised as a strict, even extreme 
oligarchy which tended towards controlling the rest of the people. However, according 
to ancient constitutional theory as described and discussed by Aristotle, for example, 
a strong king ruling together with an oligarchy would be the combination of two oppos-
ing political systems and therefore be impossible. If Salamis in the time of Euagoras had 
been an exemption or even the only one, contemporary authors like Isocrates would have 
wondered much about this and therefore given much attention to it in their writings, and 
later authors like Aristotle and his disciples would have taken up and tried to explain this 
particular condition. One may conclude that a king like Euagoras would not have shared 
his rule with his polis but would rather have ruled exclusively in his own responsibility.29 

Nonetheless, a Greek inscription from Idalion, the longest text in the Cypriot syl-
labic script written at a time when this polis still had its own king, gives information 
about a cooperation between king and polis:30 “King Stasikypros and the ptolis (sic) of 

27  Cf. the short remark made 20 (!) years ago by Maria Hadjicosti (1996, 345).
28  Cf. also for the argument following above Mehl, forthcoming b.
29  One could use for this peculiar type of rule the term “autocracy” in a general way, not bound to the 

regime of the Russian tsars.
30  Masson 1983, no. 217 = Egetmeyer 2010, 629ff ., no. 1. For the text, its transcription in the Greek 

alphabet, philological comments, and an interpretation of this document cf. also Georgiadou 2010. The 
inscription, and consequently also the events reported in it, are mostly dated about 470 BCE or a few years 
earlier, in any case some years after the end of the Cypriot resurrection of 498 BCE. But this as well as other 
details of the current interpretation of the inscription have to be challenged. I follow and complete here 
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the Idalians” give a physician who has treated the Idalians when they were confronted 
with a war waged by Persian and Kitian troops, and his brothers a real estate and some 
privileges. Diff erentiation is made between the royal treasure and that of the polis. The 
king has his real estate not at his own disposal without the assent of the polis. However, 
the text does not say what “the polis” is, who represents it and in what way and to which 
extent it administers and rules itself. This is really astonishing: though the inscription 
reports a public procedure, it does not mention any advisory or deciding institution of 
the polis like a βουλή or an ἐκκλεσία, which one would suppose to have taken part in 
the decision making. In fact, one fi nds evidence for a council in Cypriot poleis only in 
Ptolemaic times.31 On the other hand the inscription from Idalion mentions an eponymic 
magistrate. As a result, this inscription gives only a vague impression of what may have 
been Idalion’s political system. Therefore, the idea that there were politically active citi-
zens in Cyprus’s city kingdoms before Hellenism remains hypothetical.

Several literary and Greek as well as Phoenician epigraphical texts say that the royal 
family was a separate group in the polis with its own name ἄνακτες or ἄνασσαι, in 
Greek and adonim (here the sources give only the male form) in Phoenician.32 Follow-
ing Klearchos/Athenaios as quoted above, the spies at Salamis gave their reports to the 
ἄνακτες, i.e. to male members of the king’s family. At least to this extent, but presum-
ably in more matters, the latter took part in the administration of the city kingdom. One 
may ask if in addition to this group there was an upper class of citizens. Unfortunately 
no ancient text gives an answer beyond any doubt: in a completely preserved Greek syl-
labic as well as alphabetic inscription from Amathous, “the polis of the Amathousians 
(honors) Ariston, son of Aristonax, the εὐπατρίδην.”33 However, the inscription is dated 

hypothetically the argument of Jan Köster given in his paper delivered on 12 April 2016 in the colloquium of 
ancient history at Martin Luther University Halle-Wittenberg. Köster follows partially older authors (for them 
cf. Körner’s book quoted above): the siege of Idalion by Persian and Kitian troops may have been part of the 
Persian reconquest of Cyprus after the Persian victory in the battle of Salamis, which was accomplished by 
treason on the Cypriot side. After at Salamis the former king Gorgos had been re-installed (Herodotus 5.115), 
the Persians will have fi rst re-established their rule over Kition, Salamis’ neighbour to the south-west. As 
a consequence of her return under Persian suzerainty, Kition (i.e. her king) will have been obliged to support 
the suzerain in war. This, and not the enmity of Cypriot Phoenicians against Cypriot Greeks, would be the 
obvious explanation for Kition taking part in the siege of Idalion. The inscription from Idalion does not say 
that the Idalians and their king had defeated their enemies. Of course, they would not have been tacit about 
a glorious victory. The fact that there was still a king and the city and that both can dispose of a real estate 
shows that the city was not destroyed and that the city kingdom still existed. So, as one would suppose also 
in the case of Kition, Idalion will have returned under Persian suzerainty by treaty, as was the case about 
a hundred years later with the Salaminian king Euagoras I. We only do not know if the same person was king 
of Idalion before, during and after the war against Persian domination. That the king and the city changed 
their mind to give the physician and his brother not an amount in silver, as was decided at fi rst, but a real 
estate, may be due to Idalion’s return under the Great King’s suzerainty: the treaty may have provided that 
Idalion had to pay a big amount in silver (coined or in works of art) to the Great King’s treasury (for the 
payment of tribute in silver to the Great King, cf. Zournatzi, forthcoming).

31  Mehl 1996a 140–142.
32  Aristotle, fr. 526 Rose = Harpocration Lex. s. v.; Isocrates, Euagoras 72; Masson 1983, no. 211 = 

Egetmeyer 2010, 806, no. 1 from Soloi; bilingual inscription (quoted already above in footnote 21) from 
Idalion with the equation adon = ἄναξ); inscription from Nikosia/Ledroi (this city may have been at that time 
under the king of Salamis) in Pilides – Olivier 2008, 337–352. Cf. Mehl, forthcoming b.

33  Masson 1983, no. 196b = Egetmeyer 2010, 582, no. 7 (II.): text written in the Greek alphabet.
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only approximately in the second half of the fourth century. Consequently, it is not clear 
if this man was an εὐπατρίδης still under a king of Amathous or after the kingdom had 
been abolished in the wars of the successors.34 So we do not know if at least in one of the 
Cypriot city kingdoms there was a social and perhaps also political stratifi cation among 
its subjects or citizens.

3. Conclusions

Kings ruled Cyprus’ city states in hereditary monarchies. They were supported in peace 
and war by their sons and other members of their families. The exact conditions of their 
rule, especially whether and to which extent their subjects were regarded as citizens, or 
a group of citizens shared in the government, remain uncertain. Contrary to the construc-
tions of some modern authors, the meagre evidence at our disposal does not allow us to 
answer the question of whether there was a development in Cypriot city kingship either 
in the direction of less power of the kings and more rights for the subjects or in the op-
posite direction, and which infl uence worked in these changes. Euagoras I of Salamis 
may have changed the political conditions in his realm. However, we do not know either 
exactly the changes brought about by him, or the conditions of royal power during the 
reigns of the Salaminian kings before him.

More confi dently we can ascertain that the inner conditions of Cyprus’s city kingdoms 
were not decided by the suzerains who reigned over Cyprus. They were only infl uenced 
in an indirect way, and the infl uence was limited to special situations. This is no wonder, 
because not to interfere in the inner conditions of the ruled nations and territories is the 
normal practice of indirect rule. It is questioned only in the case of resurrections, and 
even then in general only persons are replaced; the system itself is not changed. In con-
sequence, the inner conditions of the Cypriot city kingdoms, even the question (if it was 
ever posed) of whether there should be a king or if the constitution should be changed 
in a principal way, was a matter which had to be decided in each city state itself: by the 
king, his family, and eventually the subjects or citizens. Our evidence, however modest 
it is, allows the conclusion that Cyprus’s city states did not develop from monarchy to 
aristocracy, oligarchy, or democracy. Whatever happened, for about four – or more – 
centuries (late eighth to late fourth century), the city states remained monarchies and any 
possible change was made within the system.

34  Masson 1983, comment on no. 196b and Watkin 1988, 129 argue that to be honoured by the polis was 
possible only after the end of the kingdom. They are followed by Mehl 1995b, 102–103, note 20. However, 
now I see in this conclusion something like a petitio principii. The εὐπατρίδαι are known as the group of the 
most distinguished men especially in Athens.
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