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AN OVERVIEW OF ARMED CONFLICTS IN LATE BYZANTIUM:
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND CURRENT RESEARCH"

Military history, although viewed by most outsiders as a unified field of
scholarship, usually takes two forms, not necessarily mutually exclusive,
but often quite distinct from each other. On the one hand, there are those
who view military history from the point of organisation and institutions;
to pose it differently, they are interested in establishing what an army is.
Others focus on warfare itself: battles, tactics, and military strategy; in other
words, they study what an army does. Historians of the latter persuasion are
viewed by proponents of the so-called “new military history” as nothing
more than devotees to an obsolescent histoire événementielle'. However, one
can hardly question the pivotal role played by warfare in human history
and, since military engagements are the fesserae which form this mosaic in
all its gory detail, the necessity to study armed conflict and its effects on
human society is self-evident.

* The project entitled “ANAVATHMIS. Historical research and digital applications”
(MIS 5002357) is implemented under the “Action for the Strategic Development on the
Research and Technological Sector”, funded by the Operational Programme “Competitiveness,
Entrepreneurship and Innovation” (NSRF 2014-2020) and co-financed by Greece and the
European Union (European Regional Development Fund).

H Tlpd&n ne titho: <kANABAOMIE. AvAmTtuEn ™S LOTOQRNG €QEVVAS UEAETES KAl
YPNPLLXES ePaEUOYES» ol mdwé MIS 5002357 evrdoostar oty «AQdon Ztoatnyrnig
AvdamtuEng Epevvnurdv kot Teyxyvohoywrdv Pooémv» zat yonuatodoteltor amd To
Enueronowand IModyoauua «Avtaymviotirdmra, Extyewonuatixdtra xor Kawotouio»
oto mhaiowo tov EXITA 2014-2020, ue ™ ovyyonuatoddtmon g EALGdag »at tng
Evpwnairic Evoone (Evpomaind Tauelo IMepupepetanic AvartuEng).

1. For a brief introduction to the methodological (and occasionally ideological) aspects
of these academic issues, see J. BourkE, New military history, in: Palgrave Advances in
Modern Military History, ed. M. HugHEs - W. J. PHiLrOTT, London 2006, 258-280.
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The Late Byzantine era is a characteristic example of a historical period
marked by war as an endemic phenomenon, impacting on both everyday life
and the political history of the lands around the Eastern Mediterranean.
Whether as active agents of this reality or as hapless victims at the receiving
end of it, the Byzantines never ceased to be engaged in military conflicts
in the period between the Latin sacks of Constantinople in 1203-1204
and the ultimate fall of the last remnants of the Eastern Roman Empire
in the years after the middle of the fifteenth century. And yet it was only
in recent decades that historians have began to systematically study the
military history of Late Byzantium, when the first monographs on the
subject appeared® The first such study was that of Mark Bartusis, whose
work set the tone for later researchers®. His book, however, is a study of the
army within the framework of Late Byzantine society and, although the
first part does contain a brief military history of the period, the bulk of it
deals with the army as an institution. It was probably in an attempt to fill
the gaps left by Bartusis’ study that Savvas Kyriakidis added chapters on
military leadership, siege warfare and tactics to his own book; it remains,

2. Until then, students of Late Byzantium had usually treated armies in brief chapters
attached to more general works of political or administrative history: e.g. L.-P. RAyBauUD, Le
gouvernement et 'administration centrale de 'empire byzantin sous les premiers Paléologues
(1258-1354), Paris 1968, 237-251; D. A. ZakyTHINOS, Le Despotat grec de Morée 1I. Vie
et institutions, London 1975% 132-145; M. AncoLpb, A Byzantine Government in Exile.
Government and Society Under the Laskarids of Nicaea (1204-1261), Oxford 1975, 182-201.
There were also specialized studies dealing with particular aspects of Late Byzantine military
organization: e.g. N. OikoNomIDES, Contribution a I'étude de la pronoia au Xllle siecle. Une
formule d’attribution de paréques 4 un pronoiare, REB 22 (1964), 158-175; Ipem, A propos des
armées des premiers Paléologues et des compagnies de soldats, TM 8 (1981), 353-371; M. C.
Barrtusis, The Megala Allagia and the Tzaousios: Aspects of Provincial Military Organization
in Late Byzantium, REB 47 (1989), 183-207; IpeMm, On the Problem of Smallholding Soldiers
in Late Byzantium, DOP 44 (1990), 1-26; B. HENDRICKX, Allagion, tzaousios et protallagator
dans le contexte moréote: quelques remarques, REB 50 (1992), 207-217. One should not
disregard the earlier work of N. KaLoMENOPOULOS, ‘H 0T0aTI0TIXT] OQYAVWOIS TiG EAANVIXTIC
avtoxpatropias tot Bvlavtiov, Athens 1937; even a cursory glance at this book, however,
will convince the reader that the retired general’s scholarship was not of the highest caliber.
For a modern look on the strategic situation of Byzantium, see E. N. Lurtwak, The Grand
Strategy of the Byzantine Empire, Cambridge, Mass. - London 2009.

3. M. C. Barrusis, The Late Byzantine Army. Arms and Society, 1204-1453,
Philadelphia 1992.
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however, an institutional history of the Late Byzantine army®*. The same
can be said of Kosmas Panagiotidis’ doctoral thesis: an analysis of the
organization and command structure of Late Byzantine armies. On the
other hand, the monograph of Efstratia Synkellou deals with a multitude
of military operations and their various aspects, though the geographical
focus (Western Greece) of the book is limited®.

At first glance, the doctoral dissertation of Nikolaos Kanellopoulos,
written almost two decades after Bartusis’ book and one year before
Kyriakidis’ work was published, appears to conform to the precepts of “old
school” military history’. Kanellopoulos collected information on major
military engagements that took place in the Byzantine lands around the
Aegean during the period 1204-1461 and then went on to analyze that data
to produce a concise picture of the organization of the Late Byzantine army.
This methodology -examining important actions and campaigns, followed
by general comments on the tactics employed by the opponents- was a
well-established one. The first nineteenth-century specialists in ancient and
medieval military history (historians with little or no military experience,
or officers applying to the study of history the analytical methods used by
contemporary army staffs) had penned works that focused heavily, if not
exclusively, on battle tactics®, This stemmed from the idée fixe that pitched
battles are the only decisive factor in warfare.

The idea was not a nineteenth-century one; as early as the sixteenth
century, philosopher Niccolo Machiavelli had stated that “a day that brings

4. S. Kyriakiois, Warfare in Late Byzantium, 1204-1453 [History of Warfare 67],
Leiden - Boston 2011.

5. K. S. Panaciotipis, H ogydvwon tov otoatol xatd v voteen Lulavtivii
mepiodo (1204-1453), Thessaloniki 2004 (accessible in https://www.didaktorika.gr/eadd/
handle/10442/17953).

6. E. SYNKELLOU, O OAEU0S 0TOV SUTLXO EAAQSOIXO XDOO %XATd TOV VoTEQO MEeoaimva
(130¢-150¢ at.) [IBR/NHRF Monographs 8], Athens 2008.

7. N. S. KaNELLOPOULOS, H 0pydvmwon xat n taxtixi] Tov fuiaviivoy otoatoy otny
voteon mepiodo (1204-1461), Volos 2010 (accessible in https://www.didaktorika.gr/eadd/
handle/10442/29081).

8. For a brief overview of this trend in the study of the military history of the Middle
Ages in general and the Crusades in particular, see R. C. SmaiL, Crusading Warfare 1097 -
1193, Cambridge 1956, 3-17.
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you victory cancels every other bad action you have taken™. The perception
that campaigns could be won without battle, or at least without field
engagements being the decisive factor, had prevailed during the Ancien
Régime'% this belief, however, along with the political and social system
that had fostered it, came crushing down during the French Revolutionary
and Napoleonic Wars (1792-1815). Based on the lessons learned from the
latter, the great military thinker Carl von Clausewitz propounded the theory
that the “decisive battle” is of cardinal significance in military strategy; as
he poses it, “trial by combat is to military operations what cash payment is
to financial transactions”'".

Clausewitzian theories influenced not only the strategic thinking of
the military and political leadership of almost every Western nation, but
also the views of modern historians. This was largely due to the work of
Hans Delbriick, Europe’s preeminent military historian in the first decades
of the twentieth century' In his magnum opus, the first to study the
art of war within the framework of political history!?, Delbriick applied
Clausewitz’s strategic precepts to the study of military history, coining
the terms Niederwerfungsstrategie (“strategy of overthrow”, less accurately
translated as “annihilation strategy”), Ermattungsstrategie (“strategy of

9. Both quotes (the latter in the original) may be found in Smai, Warfare, 14.

10. See CH. Durry, The Military Experience in the Age of Reason, London 1987, 189-
190, and J. A. LYNN, Battle. A History of Combat and Culture, Boulder 2003, 111-114. For a
general military history of the periods in question, see R. F. WEIGLEY, The Age of Battles, The
Quest for Decisive Warfare from Breitenfeld to Waterloo, Bloomington - Indianapolis 1991.

11. Quoted (with some variations in the translation) in J. KEEGAN, The Face of Battle.
A Study of Agincourt, Waterloo and the Somme, London 1976, 29-30. See also the Greek
edition of C. voN CrausEwiTz, I1eoi tov IToAéuov, trans. N. XepouLia, Thessaloniki 1989,
70 (also with some slight differences in the translation). For a detailed analysis of the
influence of Clausewitzian theory on Marxist thinking, see P. KonpyLis, Theorie des Krieges:
Clausewitz - Marx - Engels - Lenin, Stuttgart 1988.

12. A. BucHoLz, Hans Delbriick and the German Military Establishment: War Images in
Conflict, lowa City 1985. See also J. Luvaas, The Great Military Historians and Philosophers,
in: A Guide to the Study and Use of Military History, ed. J. E. Jessup, JR. - R. W. COAKLEY,
Washington, D.C. 1979, 77-80.

13. H. DELBRUECK, Geschichte der Kriegskunst im Rahmen der politischen Geschichte,
vol. I-1V, Berlin 1900-19203.
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AN OVERVIEW OF ARMED CONFLICTS IN LATE BYZANTIUM 181

attrition”) and Mandverstrategie (“manoeuvre strategy”'¥). Both Delbriick
and contemporary strategists believed that pitched battles were the only
war-winning tool in a commander’s arsenal'>. Meanwhile, the Anglo-Saxon
world was already moving independently towards similar conclusions,
thanks largely to the work of Sir Edward Creasy. The English historian and
jurist had published a descriptive list of battles, from Marathon to Waterloo,
that had decisively influenced the history of the West!®. The success of
Creasy’s book spawned a slew of similar publications and it enjoyed immense
popularity in Britain, due mainly to the Victorian ethics permeating the
book, allowing battles to be viewed not as indiscriminate carnage, but as
milestones along the West’s historical road to progress'”.

The combined effect of Delbriick and Creasy was evident in Sir Charles
Oman, whose work dominated the field of medieval military history during
the first half of the twentieth century'®. Even the post-WWII generations
of scholars did not stray far from the “decisive battle” paradigm, devoting
most of their research to the study of field tactics and military organization.
That is not to say, of course, that they were not open to fresh ideas and
new interpretations. The French medievalist Ferdinand Lot believed that
siegecraft was of particular importance in the study of medieval warfare;
yet his book is a description of the art of war through the study of battle
tactics'. Jan Verbruggen was better qualified as a military historian, having
served as an officer in the Belgian Army before studying history; he made
a number of important contributions, but his methods did not differ from
those of earlier historians®. Finally, Philippe Contamine also limited the

14. See in general G. A. Craig, Delbriick: The Military Historian, in: Makers of Modern
Strategy from Machiavelli to the Nuclear Age, ed. P. PARET, Princeton 1986, 326-353.

15. For Delbriick’s place in medieval military historiography, see J. F. VERBRUGGEN, The
Art of Warfare in Western Europe during the Middle Ages, Woodbridge - Rochester 19972
3-10, and Smart., Warfare, 8-10.

16. E. S. CreAsy, The Fifteen Decisive Battles of the World, London 1851.

17. KEgGaN, Battle, 57-62.

18. C. W. C. OMAN, A History of the Art of War in the Middle Ages, London 1924 (a
revised and enlarged version of the earlier 1898 edition).

19. F. Lot, L’art militaire et les armées au moyen dge en Europe et dans le Proche-
Orient, Paris 1946.

20. J. F. VERBRUGGEN, De Krijgskunst in West-Europa in de Middeleeuwen, IXe tot begin
XIVe eeuw, Brussels 1954. His work became more accessible to academic circles when it was
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scope of his study to military organization and tactics, though he did include
a brief description of siege engines?..

By the time Kanellopoulos began working on his thesis, modern
researchers had already shifted their perspectives. Since the 1990s it
became clear that sieges and raids, not battles, were the most common types
of military conflict in the Middle Ages. Scholars finally came to realize
that siege warfare was the key component of medieval military strategy?,
along with raids aimed specifically at devastating the lands of the opponents
and disrupting the lives of non-combatants?. Thus, although a significant
portion of his research interests, both then and later, revolved around battle
analysis and field tactics*, Kanellopoulos widened the focus of his research
to include Late Byzantine sieges and raids, thus showing that strategies of
attrition and manoeuvre were just as important as annihilation and the
quest for the decisive battle.

When the research project “A Gazetteer of Late Byzantine Military
Conflicts” of the Institute of Historical Research/National Hellenic Research
Foundation was in its planning stage (2016-2018), one of the original aims
of the project team was to follow in the footsteps of earlier scholars and
collect evidence from battles in an effort to create an online reference tool
for Byzantine field tactics. After work on the project had began, however, it

translated into English, with an added chapter on the eighth century, but with the footnotes
left out (J. F. VERBRUGGEN, The Art of Warfare in Western Europe during the Middle Ages,
from the Eighth Century to 1340, Amsterdam - New York 1977). The second edition of the
translation (see above, n. 15) includes both the original footnotes and bibliographical updates.

21. Pu. CONTAMINE, La guerre au moyen dge, Paris 1980.

22. On the predominance of siege warfare in the Middle Ages, see B. S. BACHRACH,
Medieval Siege Warfare: A Reconnaissance, Journal of Military History 58 (1994), 119-
133, esp. 119-122 (on the treatment of siege warfare by earlier medievalists, including Lot,
Verbruggen and Contamine).

23. The most characteristic example are the great cavalry raids (chevauchées) conducted
by English armies against French-held territories during the Hundred Years® War (1339-
1453): see in general B. S. BacHracH - D. S. Bacurach, Warfare in Medieval Europe c. 400
-c. 1453, London - New York 2017, 366-368.

24. For examples of his work on battle analysis, see N. S. KaneLLopouLos - I. K. LEKEA,
H Bulavtvi) molewrij taxtivy evovtiov tov Podyrwv xotd tov 130 awdva xot n wdym
tov Tagliacozzo, ByzSym 19 (2009), 63-81; Eipem, Prelude to Kephissos (1311): An Analysis
of the Battle of Apros (1305), Journal of Medieval Military History 12 (2014), 119-137.
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AN OVERVIEW OF ARMED CONFLICTS IN LATE BYZANTIUM 183

became clear that most conflicts found in the historical record were either
sieges or “raids” - the latter term used to include all campaigns that did
not involve a pitched battle with the enemy’s regular troops and ultimately
affected the non-combatant population, either by plan or by happenstance.
This seemed to run contrary to Kanellopoulos’ Tables 6.1 and 6.2, containing
military events from the thirteenth and fourteenth-fifteenth centuries,
respectively, many of them battles rather than raids and sieges®. One key
methodological aspect of our research that might explain this difference is the
fact that our project was ultimately mapped out to collect as many military
conflicts as possible, regardless of how detailed (or not) their description is
in the sources. Although the total number of conflicts recorded thus far has
yet to be tabulated, a “macroscopic” analysis of early records shows that
battles (including minor engagements that might more properly qualify as
skirmishes or ambushes?’) were never more than 20% of the total number of
conflicts, and sometimes the percentage was much smaller.

Let us outline our thesis with an example from a single campaigning
season, one that is well-documented and also quite long by medieval

25. KaNELLOPOULOS, Opydvwon, 335-336.

26. For instance, both Tracheiai (1207) and Arbanon (1217) have been classified as
“battles”. However, the former was actually nothing more than a small-scale engagement
between an unknown number of Nicaean troops under general Andronikos Gidos and a
mounted force of approximately 300 knights and sergents d’armes, essentially the Latin
garrison of nearby Nicomedia raiding the countryside for provisions: see Niketas Choniates,
Xoovixn Aujynoig, ed. J. vaN DIETEN, Nicetae Choniatae Historia [CFHB 11/1], Berlin -
New York 1975, 641; IpEM, Adyor xai émiotoAal, ed. J. vaNn DIETEN, Nicetae Choniatae
Orationes et Epistulae [CFHB 3], Berlin - New York 1972, 145-146; Geoffrey Villehardouin,
La conquéte de Constantinople, ed.-trans. E. FaraL, Paris 1939, ch. 480-486; KANELLOPOULOS,
Opvyavwon, 48-51; 1. GIARENIS, H ovyx00tnon xat 1 e000iwon TS AUToxQaToQi0s TS
Nixaias. O avroxpdropas Oeodwpoc A” Kouvnvoc Adoxapis [IBR/NHRF Monographs
12], Athens 2008, 98, 173. As for the latter, researchers have yet to agree on whether the
forces of Latin emperor Pierre de Courtenay and cardinal Giovanni Colonna were ambushed
in the mountain passes of Albania by the forces of Theodore I of Epirus or the latter simply
pretended to lead them to safety, only to betray them and force them to surrender without
a fight: see in general N. G. Carissis, Crusading in Frankish Greece: A Study of Byzantine-
Western Relations and Attitudes, 1204-1282 [Medieval Church Studies 2], Turnhout 2012,
61-68.
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standards: that of the year 1255%". After the death of Emperor John III Vatatzes
(early November 1254), Tsar Michael Asen took advantage of the vacuum
of power to reclaim a number of fortified towns along the border of the
Thracian possessions of Nicaea with Bulgaria. John’s successor, Theodore I1
Laskaris, did not waste any time. It was still winter (probably early February
1255) when he left Asia Minor with as many troops as he could raise in a
hurry and crossed over to Thrace, picking up reinforcements along the way.
He reached Adrianople (mod. Edirne), where he spent one day, and then
moved on again, seeking a decisive confrontation with the main force of the
Bulgarian army. His scouts managed to locate the Bulgarian advance guard,
but the main force under Michael Asen declined to give battle and beat a
hasty nocturnal retreat. Theodore II led his army in a raid all the way to
Beroe (mod. Stara Zagora), 120 km. NW of Adrianople, where he captured
booty, prisoners and flocks before the harsh winter conditions forced him
to return to his base®®. When he reached Adrianople, the Byzantine emperor
split his forces: one part of the army was ordered to recapture the fortified
towns of the region of Achridos?®’; Theodore I took personal command of
the other part and led it against the fortified towns north of the Rhodope
Mountains still held by Michael Asen. While the emperor laid siege to
(and eventually captured) the Bulgarian strongholds of Stenimachos (mod.
Asenovgrad, 20 km. SE of Plovdiv), Perist(r)itza (mod. Perustica, 20 km.
SW of Plovdiv) and neighboring Krytzimos (mod. Kri¢im, 26 km. SW of

27. For the military events of 1255 and the political developments that led to Theodore
II’s expedition, see in general N. S. KaneELLorourLos - J. K. LEkea, The Struggle between the
Nicaean Empire and the Bulgarian State (1254-1256): Towards a Revival of Byzantine
Military Tactics under Theodore II Laskaris, Journal of Medieval Military History 7
(2009), 56-69; A. MADGEARU, The Asanids. The Political and Military History of the Second
Bulgarian Empire (1185-1280), Leiden - Boston 2017, 240-242; D. ANGELOV, The Byzantine
Hellene. The Life of Emperor Theodore Laskaris and Byzantium in the Thirteenth Century,
Cambridge 2019, 151-159.

28. George Akropolites, Xoovixn Zvyyoaqn, ed. A. HEISENBERG, Georgii Acropolitae
Opera 1, Leipzig 1903 (repr. P. WirtH, Stuttgart 1978), 111-113; Theodore Skoutariotes,
Suvoyis Xoovixt, ed. K. SATHAS, Meoatwvixn BiffAio01xn Z’, Paris - Venice 1894, 514-515.

29. On the location and historical geography of the region, see C. ASDRACHA, La
région des Rhodopes aux XlIIle et XIVe siécles: étude de géographie historique [Texte und
Forschungen zur byzantinisch-neugriechischen Philologie 49], Athens 1976, 10-11, 244-245.
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AN OVERVIEW OF ARMED CONFLICTS IN LATE BYZANTIUM 185

Plovdiv)*, his generals captured Ephraim (probably mod. Efrem, 53 km.
NW of Adrianople), Kryvous (exact location unknown, probably between
Ephraim and Perperakion), Perperakion (eight km. NW of mod. Perperek),
and Oustra (one km. NW of mod. Ustren)?!.

After the capture of Stenimachos, Perist(r)itza and Krytzimos,
Theodore II Laskaris led his troops further west, planning to invest and
reduce Tzepaina (mod. Cepina). By then it was probably early spring, but
the weather was still inclement and the fort, situated high on a steep, thickly
wooded mountain®?, seemed impregnable; so the Byzantine emperor decided
to abandon the siege and retire, possibly to Philippoupolis (mod. Plovdiv)?,
When spring had finally set in, Theodore sent another expedition against
the Bulgarian fort; however, his two generals, Constantine Tornikes and
Alexios Strategopoulos, made a mess of the campaign and the Byzantine
troops were forced to retreat to Serres, losing a great number of horses in
the process3.

News of this failure of the Byzantine army before the walls of
Tzepaina emboldened Dragotas, a Bulgarian soldier who had gone over to
the Byzantines in 1246 and had been rewarded with the command of the
Byzantine troops stationed around Melenikon (mod. Melnik). In the spring
or early summer of 1255 Dragotas led a mutiny of his troops and besieged
the Byzantine garrison in Melenikon; its commanders, however, managed
to hold on to the fort. When Theodore II Laskaris, who had retired with the
main part of his army after failing to capture Tzepaina, received word of the
uprising (probably in early summer), he marched to Serres and from there
headed towards Melenikon. Dragotas attempted to block the Byzantine
army’s advance along the Strymon River valley by withdrawing his troops
from around Melenikon and constructing field fortifications across the

30. Akropolites, Xpovixn Zvyyoa@i, 113; Skoutariotes, Xvvoyis Xoovixi, 515.

31. Akropolites, Xpovixi Svyyoaen, 108, 113, 119; Theodore II Laskaris, ExtotoAai,
ed. N. Festa, Theodori Ducae Lascaris Epistulae CCXVII, Firenze 1898, 247-248;
Skoutariotes, Zvvoyis Xoovixi, 514-515.

32. On the strong position of its fort, see D. CONCEvV, La forteresse TZEITAINA-Cepina,
BSI 20 (1959), 285-304.

33. Akropolites, Xpovixn Zvyyoaen, 113-114; Skoutariotes, Zvvoyis Xoovixn, 515.

34. Akropolites, Xpovixi) Svyyoaen, 114; Theodore Laskaris, Extotodai, 251-255;
Skoutariotes, ZUvoyis Xpovixn, 515-516.
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Rupel Pass; Theodore II’s troops, however, put the enemy to flight (mortally
wounding Dragotas in the process), then marched on to relieve Melenikon
and its beleaguered garrison. From there the Byzantine army proceeded to
Thessaloniki®.

In the autumn of 1255 Theodore 11, once again at the head of his army,
left Thessaloniki and camped near Vodena (mod. Edessa), waiting for a bout
of dysentery that was ravaging both himself and his troops to subside. He
then went to Prilapos (mod. Prilep) for supplies and siege engines, and from
there marched against Velesos (mod. Veles, formerly Titov Veles), a fortified
town that had passed from Epiros to the possession of Nicaea in 1252, only
to be captured by Michael Asen two years later. The Bulgarian garrison
did not even wait for the Byzantine siege engines to be unloaded from the
wagons and assembled; the emperor accepted their capitulation and allowed
them to leave with their weapons. The Byzantine army then marched through
the region of Neustapolis (mod. Ov¢e Pole) and finally returned to Serres by
way of Stroummitza (mod. Strumica) and Melenikon®®,

Although it was rather late in the campaigning season, Theodore II
planned yet another attack on Tzepaina, since he was loathe to leave the place
in Bulgarian hands. So, after he had moved most of his troops to the vicinity
of Adrianople and Didymoteichon (he had received alarming news from his
trusted official George Mouzalon regarding the situation in the East)¥, he
ordered the men to prepare for an advance on Tzepaina, even though winter
had almost set in. The decision proved unwise and the expedition to besiege
the Bulgarian stronghold quickly devolved into a chevauchée -if such a term
can be used for an expedition that included so many foot-soldiers- before
the emperor ordered the expeditionary force to return to Adrianople and
thence to Didymoteichon. By then, 1255 was almost over, so Theodore II

35. Akropolites, Xoovixn Zvyyoaen, 114-117; Theodore Laskaris, Extotoiar, 254-
255; Skoutariotes, Zvvoyic Xoovixn, 516-517. See also TH. N. VLacHos, Die Geschichte der
byzantinischen Stadt Melenikon, Thessaloniki 1969, 46-47.

36. Akropolites, Xoovixi Svyyoaqn, 117-118; Skoutariotes, Zvvoyis Xpovixi, 518.

37. Byzantinists tend to disregard the turmoil caused by the Mongol invasions and
the ripple effect these had on the strategic situation in the Eastern Mediterranean: for a
brief overview, see J. GieBrriED, The Mongol invasions and the Aegean world (1241-61),
Mediterranean Historical Review 28 (2013), 129-139.
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left behind a strong force under two of his generals and proceeded to cross
over to Asia Minor, where he arrived in time to celebrate Christmas™®,

It is clear that earlier historians who might have liked to view Late
Byzantine military history through the prism of Niederwerfungsstrategie
would have been disappointed. Although at the beginning of the campaign
Theodore I was anxious to fight the Bulgarian army, Michael Asen avoided
a pitched battle. There followed a series of no less than 13 sieges -though
some of them abortive- and only one battle; even the latter was nothing
more than an assault upon field fortifications. The Byzantines as well as
the Bulgarians appear to have been ready to use attrition and manoeuvre
as key elements in their respective strategies, and before the emperor of
Nicaea returned to Asia Minor he instructed the commanders of the force
he left behind not to engage in open battle against the Bulgarians’ Cuman
auxiliaries; the fact that, when they disobeyed them, they lost their army
and one of them was taken prisoner, explains why Theodore II wanted to
avoid such unnecessary risks®.

Although counterfactual history -i.e. attempts by historians (usually
in response to “what if” questions) to imagine how things might have
gone differently- is not held in high esteem by academia, we actually have
an historical example of what might have taken place had Michael Asen
offered battle at the very beginning of Theodore II’s Bulgarian campaign.
In 1230 the Nicaean emperor’s namesake, the ruler of Epiros, mounted an
expedition into Bulgaria similar to that of Theodore II Lascaris. However,
Theodore Komnenos Doukas’ aim was not to annex lands - it was to seek
out and destroy the Bulgarian army, in order to eliminate any threat to his
rear before attacking Latin-held Constantinople*’. Unlike what happened 25
years later, the Bulgarian tsar was happy to oblige: Ivan Asen II led his
troops and Cuman allies against the invading Byzantines and their Latin

38. Akropolites, Xpovixh Zvyyoai, 118-124; Skoutariotes, Zvvoyic Xoovixi, 518-522.

39. On the military presence of steppe peoples in the Balkans during the period in
question, see I. VAsARY, Cumans and Tatars. Oriental Military in the Pre-Ottoman Balkans,
1185-1365, Cambridge 2005.

40. Akropolites, Xpovixh Zvyyoaen, 41-43; Skoutariotes, Zvvoyisc Xoovixn, 474-
475; Nikephoros Gregoras, Pouaixi Totopia, ed. L. SHOPEN, Nicephori Gregorae Byzantina
Historia 1 [CSHB], Bonn 1829, 28.
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mercenary knights. In a pitched battle fought near the village of Klokotnitsa,
Theodore Komnenos Doukas lost both the fight and his kingdom*!,

The danger of staking everything on the uncertain outcome of a
“decisive battle” was not lost on contemporary Byzantines. In June 1211
Theodore I Lascaris decided to face the invading forces of the Seljuk sultan
Ghiyath ad-Din Kaykhusraw I in battle. Fifty years later, the historian George
Akropolites called the emperor’s decision “a roll of the dice”* However, it
was the strategic importance of the Maeander valley in general —-and of the
fortified town of Antioch (possibly near mod. Aliagaciftligi) in particular-
that forced the Byzantine ruler’s hand; in fact, it was Kaykhusraw who rolled
the dice, and his arrogant decision to accept battle ultimately cost him his
life*.

The case of Antioch was hardly an isolated one. The “Gazetteer of
Late Byzantine Military Conflicts” contains a number of battles that were
connected to a siege. As early as 1205, the encounter outside the walls of
Arkadiopolis (mod. Liileburgaz) -classified as a battle in the “Gazetteer”-
was actually a sortie by the town’s Latin garrison against the Byzantine
rebels besieging it. A few weeks later, the battle of Adrianople (which,
it should be noted, did not meet the criteria that would allow it to be
included in the “Gazetteer™*) was brought about by the intervention of
Tsar Kaloyan, whose troops and Cuman auxiliaries marched to relieve
the Byzantine defenders of the Thracian city when it was besieged by an
army of Franks and Venetians®. The battle near Pharsala (c. 1277) was a

41. Brief accounts of the Klokotnitsa campaign may be found in J. V. A. FINE, The
Late Medieval Balkans: A Critical Survey from the Late Twelfth Century to the Ottoman
Congquest, Ann Arbor 1987, 124-126; F. BREDENKAMP, The Byzantine Empire of Thessaloniki
(1224-1242), Thessaloniki 1996, 150-153; MADGEARU, Asanids, 201-204.

42. Akropolites, Xpovixi Svyyoaed, 15-16: xal oiov éml xBov tOV moAeuov Oeic.

43. For a general overview of the military and diplomatic maneuvers of 1211, see
GIARENIS, Zvuyxo0tnon, 70-82.

44. Tt was not eligible since neither of the opponents were Byzantines. This criterion has
also precluded the inclusion of such large-scale decisive battles as Kose Dag (1243), Halmyros
(1311), Kossovo (1389), Nicopolis (1396), Ankara (1402), and Varna (1444).

45. Geoffrey Villehardouin, La conquéte de Constantinople, ch. 347-366; Choniates,
Xoovixn Aujynois, 615-617. See also A. KrRanTONELLL, ‘H xata t@v Aativov EAAnvo-
BovAyapuxt ovurpaic év Oodxn 1204-1206, Athens 1964, 72-73; MADGEARU, Asanids,
144-150.

BYZANTINA SYMMEIKTA 31 (2021), 177-191



AN OVERVIEW OF ARMED CONFLICTS IN LATE BYZANTIUM 189

meeting engagement between a force led by John I Doukas of Thessaly and
an army sent by Michael VIII Palaiologos to supply the local garrison*,
while that of Bellegrada (outside mod. Berat) in 1281 was fought by
Byzantine reinforcements skirmishing with an Angevin army that was
besieging the city*’. Another engagement that has been classified as a battle
in the “Gazetteer” is Bizye (1307), an example of overconfidence on the
part of Byzantine civilians, who managed to convince the city’s garrison
commander, the megas tzaousios Oumbertopoulos, to lead them in a sortie
against the besieging Catalans®.

The aforementioned armed conflict forms part of a larger war between
the Byzantine Empire and the Grand Catalan Company which, despite the
notions of earlier patriotic Spanish historians, who wished to view it as a
glorious expedition similar to that of the later Conquistadors, was nothing
more than a short interlude in the military history of the Byzantine Empire®.
Consisting of a single pitched battle, that of Apros (1305), and a large
number of raids and sieges of Byzantine cities in Thrace and Macedonia,
many of them unsuccessful, the conflict between the Catalan mercenaries
and their former employers clearly showed that, even after the Byzantine
defeat at Apros, it was their ability to defend their cities —especially major
urban centers, like Adrianople in 1306 and Thessaloniki in 1308- that

46. George Pachymeres, Svyyoaqixal iotopiat, ed. A. FAILLER, Georges Pachyméreés,
Relations historiques 11 [CFHB 24/2], Paris 1984, 527. See also KanELLoPOULOS, Opydvwon,
109, and D. J. GEaNnakorLOs, Emperor Michael Palaeologus and the West, 1258-1282. A
Study in Byzantine-Latin Relations, Cambridge, Mass. 1959, 297.

47. KANELLOPOULOS, Opydvwon, 112-118.

48. Pachymeres, Jvyyoaqixal iotopial, ed. FAILLER, Georges Pachyméres, Relations
historiques TV [CFHB 24/4], Paris 1999, 693. See also A. Laiou, Constantinople and the
Latins. The Foreign Policy of Andronicus II 1282-1328, Cambridge, Mass. 1972, 169-170;
BaRrTtusts, Late Byzantine Army, 293; Kyriaxinis, Warfare, 168-170.

49. A brief account of the Catalan episode may be found in Laiou, Constantinople, 158-
226; for more recent treatments of the subject, see D. JacoBy, The Catalan Company in the
East: The Evolution of an Itinerant Army (1303-1311), in: The Medieval Way of War: Studies
in Medieval Military History in Honor of Bernard S. Bachrach, ed. G. I. HALronD, Farnham -
Burlington 2015, 153-182; V. PuecH, Quelques aspects des relations des mercenaires catalans
avec le pouvoir impérial byzantin au début du XIVe siecle, in: Figures de I'autorité médiévale.
Meélanges offerts a Michel Zimmermann, ed. P. CHASTANG - P. HENRIET - C. SOUSSEN, Paris
2016, 221-233.
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ultimately proved decisive. One may juxtapose this with the outcome of
the war against the Duchy of Athens in 1311. When the Catalans turned
against their Frankish masters for non-payment of the salaries they were
owed, Gautier V de Brienne believed that he could easily defeat them in a
pitched battle. The result was a resounding victory for the Catalans: they
killed the Frankish duke and most of his lords, and ruled over Boeotia and
Attica until 1388%.

Let us conclude by reiterating the axiom that battle avoidance was
neither new nor uncommon in the lands around the Eastern Mediterranean.
Despite what some proponents of the notion of a “Western way of war”
would have us believe, both the Byzantines and their opponents would
frequently apply Ermattungsstrategie and Mandoverstrategie if it suited their
purposes (and for much of the Late Byzantine period their purpose was
simply to survive)>’. It would take the creation of powerful polities like the
Ottoman Empire and the Kingdom of Hungary for the Balkans and the
lands north of the Danube to once again become a field upon which large-
scale decisive battles would be fought®2 Indeed, some might say that the
rule of the Ottomans over Southeastern Europe was consolidated only when
they crushed the Hungarian army at Mohdcs (1526). But it was the war of
attrition against the Greeks of Asia Minor, the sack of Thessaloniki in 1430,
Constantinople in 1453 and Trebizond in 1461, along with the destructive
raids against the Despotate of the Morea, that had created the Ottoman
Empire in the first place.

50. On the battle, see G. T. Korias, 'H ueta&l Katalavidv xol ueydhov douxog tdv
AOnvav udym (1311), EEBX 26 (1956), 358-379; K. DEVRIES, Infantry Warfare in the Early
Fourteenth Century, Woodbridge - Rochester 1996, 58-65.

51. For an interesting study of sieges in fifteenth-century Western Greece and the use
of “indirect approach” tactics (often by those same Franks who attributed such “dishonest”
practices to the Byzantines) in siege warfare, see E. SyNKELLOU, Evalhaxrtinéc nooqég
oMoV xatd Tov SYwo Meoaiwva:  «xheyio», Bulavriaxd 30 (2012-2013), 345-363.

52. See T. PALosraLvi, From Nicopolis to Mohdcs. A History of Ottoman-Hungarian
Warfare, 1389-1526 [The Ottoman Empire and Its Heritage 63], Leiden - Boston 2018.
Manpower and finances played a cardinal role in a state’s ability to field large armies. This
explains why the opponents in one of the largest battles of the Byzantine civil wars, that
of Didymoteichon (also known as the battle of Demotika), were Byzantine in name only:
the army of John V Palaiologos consisted of Serbs and Bulgarians, while that of John VI
Kantakouzenos was fully Ottoman; see FINE, The Late Medieval Balkans, 325-326.

BYZANTINA SYMMEIKTA 31 (2021), 177-191



AN OVERVIEW OF ARMED CONFLICTS IN LATE BYZANTIUM 191

Mia EniskorHsH TON I[TOAEMIKON 2YTKPOYSEQN STO Y STEPO BYZANTIO:
OEQPHTIKO ITAAISIO KAT 2YTXPONH EPEYNA

H uwehétn amoterel pwio modwn ovvoyn TwV CUUTEQUOUATMOV
OV TEOAVTTOUV OO TO VALKSG TOU OUYREVIQMON®E 01O TAQ{OLO TOV
eoevvNTroy  mpoyoduuatog «Evpetioto  Tlolenndv  Zvyxpovoemv
e Yoteone Bulavrwvic ITepuddov». Ov mahoidtepol UEAETNTES TN
OTEATIMTIXNG LoToElag elyav viobetioel €va Bewpntrd vrdpfaboo To
07010 PaotlETOY 0TV EVVOLA TNG «ULTOQPACLOTIXNG WAYNS?, OTTME TNV ELYOLV
dratumtoel oL BewenTirol Tov ToAéuov tov 190 at. Metd and uia ovvtoun
avadpouy oty 1oTopio Te €pevvag, WIimg TV TEAEVTAIMV OEXAETIDY,
AVOAIOVTOL OQLOUEVO. YOQAXTNOLOTIXG TOQAOEIYUOTO EXOTQAUTELDY TOV
X00VOLOYOUVTOL 0TIV VOTEQORVLAVTIVI TER(000. TO CVUTEQALOUO TO OTTOTO
ouvayeToL Tl ™V ovaAVoN AU T Eivol OTL OL €X TOQATAEEMS WA YES TV
%0t oMY OomavidTEQES 08 0YEom we GALOV TUTOV oVYrEOoVoELS (VEimg
Tolopxiec nat emdpouéc) mov 0160 elyav va @belpovyv tov aviitalo
1oL 0L VO ROTA.OTOEYOUY TOV OTOATO TOV.
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