
indices edited by Vera Fravventura: of ancient and medieval names, of modern names, of
places, and of manuscripts. All scholars studying the Apocalypse in the Middle Ages will
be grateful to Rossana Guglielmetti for gathering these essays and to SISMEL for pub-
lishing them, for they will regularly influence future research.

Richard K. Emmerson, Manhattan College
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On the eve of May 29, 1453, as they surveyed the preparations unfolding below for the
great onslaught against them, the troops on the walls of Constantinople would have been
aware that they were standing where, for nigh on a thousand years, others had stood to
defend the capital of the Byzantine Empire. Things had looked hopeless on previous oc-
casions, yet somehow the empire had always managed to pull through, fending off suc-
cessive attempts at conquest. The Ottoman Sultan Bayezid and his grandson Murad II
had besieged Constantinople in 1402 and 1422 but had been forced to raise those sieges.
Now Bayezid’s great-grandson, Mehmet II, had again come for the city. Despite being com-
pletely surrounded and heavily outnumbered, the defenders had already resisted for six
weeks. On the very next day, however, Constantinople would fall. Acts of self-sacrifice
for country and faith are generally considered noble. Starting in the fifteenth century it-
self, the story of the end of Byzantium has been told down the generations in a manner
that presents the struggle on the walls as a supreme example of such an act. Yet the words
and deeds attributed to the last Byzantine emperor, Constantine IX, and his companions,
moving though they are, have been shown by recent scholarship to be more the stuff of
legend than of history. The two works under consideration here squarely face the prob-
lem posed by the hyperbolic statements in the primary sources. Through a careful re-
evaluation of the evidence, these books deliver a more measured and dispassionate new
interpretation that nuances our understanding of the eastern Mediterranean’s transition
from Byzantine to Ottoman rule. Collaborating together in an impressive fashion to pro-
duce a series of studies, Marios Philippides and Walter K. Hanak are responsible for a
hefty tome that contains the fruit of decades of research and is intended as a reference
work primarily for the specialist. In his slimmer but still substantial work, Jonathan Harris
offers a lucid, engaging narrative and analysis accessible not just to the specialist but also
to the general reader.

Philippides and Hanak take as their subject the actual siege and fall of Constantinople
in 1453. The volume is divided into two halves, of which the first consists of an exami-
nation of the extant written material and oral traditions. The reader is introduced in me-
thodical fashion to dozens of sources, ranging from contemporary eyewitness and non-
eyewitness accounts, to later reworkings and elaborations, and even to some outright
forgeries. An analysis of the merits of individual texts (e.g., Nestor-Iskander, Ricchiero,
Pseudo-Sphrantzes) is followed by a comparison of the representation of key episodes in
an array of sources. After a brief summary of the activities that accompanied the acces-
sion of Mehmet II, the second half of the book considers specific issues relating to the
formulation and execution of military strategy. We are told that the efforts of the Ottomans
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during the siege were focused on the Mesoteichion, the weakest section of the land walls,
with most of the fighting taking place around the lower outer walls. The Ottomans ini-
tially deployed their bombards with rudimentary skill, but their firing technique im-
proved somewhat once they mastered the use of triple batteries. Even so, artillery was not
able to breach the city’s fortifications, and more old-fashioned technology, such as mines
and siege engines, was next resorted to, although again without success. It was as an act
of desperation that sent waves first of irregulars, then of regulars, then of janissaries, against
the city with the intention of overwhelming its defenses by sheer numbers. Even then, the
attackers were able to break in at the Pempton Gate only because the defenders were
thrown into confusion when the condottiere Giustiniani was wounded and abruptly left
his position to seek medical aid. All in all, Philippides and Hanak present the conquest of
Constantinople as a thoroughly unglamorous affair. In their estimation, the quality of
Ottoman operations was never particularly impressive, and deteriorated still further over
time. The ultimate success of the siege, they argue, was not secured through foresight and
meticulous planning, but resulted from an opportunistic response to the unpredictable
workings of chance.

Although Harris certainly does not ignore the events of 1453, he traces the struggle
for the survival of Byzantium over a longer period, that of the entirety of the fifteenth
century. He explores the negotiations of members of the ruling Palaeologan dynasty with
the Latin West and the Turkish East, as well as their intrigues against each other. He
shows how the Emperor Manuel II, and his sons and successors John VIII and Constantine
XI, carried out a sophisticated foreign policy that their descendants would try to con-
tinue as titular claimants to the throne. He also devotes considerable space to the life of
a prominent member of the court of Constantine XI, Loukas Notaras, who amassed a
considerable fortune through various political and commercial activities. After the fall of
Constantinople, Notaras attempted to switch allegiances, seeking a position with the new
regime of Mehmet II. Opportunism of this type was not merely the preserve of the im-
perial family and those engaged in high politics, but equally observable in other social
strata whose members lived with an eye to their personal interests, and were more in-
terested in making economic profit than in making impossible ideological choices. Such
behavior cannot be described as brave or honorable; yet, as Harris remarks in his con-
clusion, “those who have never experienced such times should not judge … too harshly”
(258).

One might add that it is perhaps not our business to judge at all. These two books
remind us that the historian’s remit is less about condemning or praising, than about un-
derstanding and interpreting. They eschew the retelling of grand heroics in favor of
an exposition that emphasizes the ordinary human dimension and is more interesting
due to its very messiness and complexity. The late Byzantine Empire was, by the end
of the fourteenth century, undeniably in crisis, but there had been crises before. Was
the imminent demise of one of the most successful superpowers the world has ever
known really as inevitable as all that? Did contemporaries sense they were living through
the end of one order and the birth of another, or was it more a matter for them of busi-
ness as usual? Such questions are by no means as straightforward as previously sup-
posed. (Nor are they the only questions that need to be asked). However, scholarship
will be enriched as we shift our attention from the main events and people of the last
centuries of Byzantium to investigate the less striking, but nonetheless important, trans-
formation of institutions and collective identities. This pair of books has made a very
good beginning.

Teresa Shawcross, Princeton University
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