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I have never imagined that so-
meone would be able to write an
entirely novel book about the battle
of Manzikert soon after so many
influential scholars (e.g. John Hal-
don, Jean-Claude Cheynet, or David
Nicolle) published relatively recently
their respective narratives concerning
this very important (if not the most
important) battle of the history of
the Byzantine Empire. Fortunately,
I was wrong because this year George
Theotokis surprised the Byzantinist

scholarly community with his most
recent monograph published by Arc
Humanities Press.

George Theotokis is a well-known
Greek scholar currently working at
the Department of History at the Ibn
Haldun University of Istanbul. His
interests are extensive, for he is spe-
cializing (among others) in the history
of the Mediterranean in the Middle
Ages, in the connections between
the Mediterranean and western Asia,
in the effects of armed conflicts on
societies and cultures and, finally, in
the diffusion of military knowledge
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within geographical and chronological
frameworks. During his multiface-
ted research George Theotokis has
become intimately acquainted with
many aspects of the medieval warfare
of Byzantium as well as various Eu-
rasian nomadic societies. Therefore,
the present monograph embodies the
natural result of this field of interest.
I was thrilled when I first saw this
monograph and I was even more de-
lighted when I started to read its first
lines. The book is not only a freshly
overhauled narrative about the cam-
paign and battle of Manzikert itself,
but it readily places it in the wider
context of world military history
(and the discussion about the decisive
battle theory). This short (but to the
point) mise en scene takes place in
the introduction, which is brilliantly
written and thus very pleasant to read
and makes the relatively uninformed
and informed readers alike even more
curious about the contents of the
following chapters. At this point, the
wide interests of the author as well
as his deep understanding of medie-
val warfare are clearly perceptible.
Simultaneously, the readers acquire
necessary information about the previ-
ous research and scholarly production
dedicated to the battle of Manzikert.
Especially rewarding for the read-
ers are already the first three chapters
where the author introduces and
discusses the Christian and Muslim
written sources for the battle of Man-
zikert. Because of their relatively fair
number (seven Christian and nine
Muslim), their conflicting agendas
and biases (e.g. Byzantine texts are
divided between pro-Diogenes and
pro-Doukas sources) as well as varie-

gated value and trustworthiness (e.g.
sources nearly contemporary to the
battle or written at much later date)
the author decided to dedicate each
of'the first three chapters to a different
main aspect of the written sources at
hand. In Chapter 1, he discusses the
cultural and professional background
of Christian and Muslim historians,
their relative value and their level of
impartiality. Chapter 2 examines the
faculty of those written sources to
provide enough accurate and detailed
descriptions of chains of events for
militarily relevant reconstruction of
the battle of Manzikert. In Chapter
3, the same systematic consideration
is devoted to pieces of information
providing the viable topographical
framework and estimates of the nu-
merical strength of medieval armies
for the upcoming reconstruction of
the battle. The final findings are very
complex, and far from being complete
or satisfying, causing more questions
than giving answers (as it is only
natural when working with medieval
written sources), but they enable the
author to initiate his narrative about
the battle itself.

This is done in the second (and
more important) part of the mono-
graph, starting with Chapter 4. This
chapter offers very informed overview
of the Seljuk Turks attacks directed
against the Byzantine territories in
Anatolia and northern Syria starting
with the 1030s and culminating with
the battle of Manzikert in 1071. Fur-
thermore, it describes and analyses
the responses of the Byzantines to this
new threat. The author shows very
clearly that the Byzantine defences
in the areas mentioned above were
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increasingly put under strong military
pressure from unexpected directions
(from the east instead of from the
south), and that the Byzantine imperi-
al government at Constantinople, hea-
vily hampered by the constant changes
on the imperial throne and distracted
by numerous seditious movements,
was in most of the cases unable to
cope with new strategic challenges in
the East in an effective manner. This
resulted in loss of prestige among
local orthodox and heterodox Chris-
tian and Muslim populations, and the
eastern frontier started to crumble.

In Chapter 5, the Byzantine re-
sponse in the form of the reign of the
emperor Romanos IV Diogenes and
his military expeditions prior to the
campaign of Manzikert is discussed
and assessed. Although it was par-
tially successful in 1068 campaign
to northern Syria, it failed to provide
a measure of renewed security for the
eastern provinces, as the Turks were
in position to avoid slow Byzantine
troops and attack targets deep into
the Byzantine territory. This alone
explains the fact, why the emperor
chose to march against Manzikert, de-
termined to reverse the deteriorating
situation at all costs.

Chapter 6 is by far the most impor-
tant part of the book because it deals
with the battle of Manzikert itself.
Very important is the author’s high-
lighting of strategic miscalculations
of Romanos IV Diogenes prior to
the campaign, leading him to believe
that his opponent — the Seljuk sultan
Alp Arslan — would adopt a defensive
strategy. Subsequently, they resulted
in a chain of rather unfortunate mi-
litary decisions that pitted Romanos

with only weaker half of his army at
his side against the main host of the
Seljuk Turks. This, in turn, triggered
further unexpected events to take pla-
ce on the battlefield itself (including
possible treason of some Byzantine
military commanders, notably Andro-
nikos Doukas and Joseph Tarchanei-
otes) and contributed to the outcome.

Chapter 7 (the last chapter) focuses
on the description of the events taking
place after the battle and in a very con-
cise manner describes the fates that
befell Byzantium and resulted in the
almost complete loss of territories in
Asia Minor, which until then had been
the core territories of the Byzantine
state since the 7™ century.

The conclusion of this outstanding
monograph is equally concise and
well-balanced as the introduction
and provides author’s answers to the
most important question connected to
the battle of Manzikert — was it truly
a military disaster? If not, then why
was it so decisive? Subsequently, the
last part of the conclusion contains de-
scription of the reception of the battle
of Manzikert in Greek and Turkish
historiography, which are representing
a proverbial final point after the whole
monograph.

As for shortcomings of this book,
it is difficult to find any (besides the
few typological errors that all similar
works have). On the contrary, the
whole monograph is a fascinating
reading. In my opinion, the most
enticing were the first bits of infor-
mation about the precise location of
the battleground in the vicinity of
Manzikert, which until now was not
solved in a conclusive and definite
manner. [ would prefer if the author
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included even more of archaeology,
if possible, but I understand that the
results of the Turkish archaeologists
are preliminary at best, and that there
is a need for further excavations and
scholarly analysis of the finds. In any
case, these few precursory pieces
of information corroborated with
author’s own intimate knowledge of
the terrain where the battle was fought
make his own narrative of the battle
even more credible. Furthermore, the
constant use of Byzantine military
manuals (e.g. Maurices’ Strategi-
kon and other later works) and their
recommended course of action in
various situations, paired with key
decisions that Romanos IV Diogenes
and his commanders were obliged to
make during the campaign, represents
a huge asset of George Theotokis’s
reconstruction of the campaign and
of the battle of Manzikert. It was

very intriguing indeed to follow the
mutual relationship between military
theory and reality on the ground, and
the possible mindset and the almost
step-by-step decision-making process
of Romanos IV Diogenes during the
most crucial periods of the history of
Byzantium.

From my personal standpoint,
there is no doubt that George Theoto-
kis’s book is of the highest quality, and
I feel honoured that I got the privilege
not only to read it, but also to review
it. I believe that this monograph will
gain much appreciation and will be-
come the standard reference book for
scholars interested in the Manzikert
campaign and battle not only among
the Byzantinists, but also among
wider scholarly and non-scholarly
public.

Marek Mesko (Hradec Kralové)
marek.mesko@uhk.cz
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