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Ultima Ratio Regum (Estrema ragione dei Re) iscrizione su un cannone all’ingresso 
del Museo di Storia Militare di Budapest. Foto O. Mustafiri, CC0 1.0 Universal Public 

Domain Dedication (Wikipedia commons). 
Il celebre motto fu apposto sulle canne delle artiglierie francesi fuse dal 1650 al 1793, 
e anche su parte delle coeve artiglierie sabaude. La variante ultima ratio regis (estrema 
ragione del re) fu usata a partire dal 1742 sulle artiglierie prussiane e successivamen-
te anche sui cannoni spagnoli, mentre l’analogo regis ultima ratio è tuttora il motto 

dell’artiglieria belga. 
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A Military History of the Mediterranean Sea
Aspects of War, Diplomacy, and Military Elites

Leiden & Boston, Brill, 2018, pp. XV+473.

T his volume focuses on the military history of the Mediterranean from 
the Early Middle Ages to the Early Modern Period. For thousands of 
years, the Mediterranean Sea had been the cradle of major political 

players, such as the Egyptians, the Greeks, the Romans, the Spaniards, the Ve-
netians and the Ottomans. The chronological period covered by this book is one 
where the legacy of Rome is still being felt, but with new elements constantly be-
ing introduced contributing to an ever-changing complex environment. War was 
undoubtedly a fundamental part of Mediterranean history during this time.
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The volume is divided into five sections, each covering various aspects of the 
Mediterranean military history over time and includes the following essays.

Part 1 focuses on naval warfare in the centuries after the fall of the Western 
Roman Empire up to, and including, the Fourth Crusade. Tilemachos C. Loung-
his, in his essay «The Byzantine War Navy and the West, Fifth to Twelfth Centu-
ries» (pp. 21–43), focuses on the three successive reforms of the Byzantine navy 
that allowed it to keep abreast of defensive and offensive tactical developments 
throughout this era. The author also seeks to define the concept of the “Byzantine 
Southern Front” during the so-called “Dark Ages”.

Lilia Campana’s paper «The Defence of the Venetian Dominio Da Mar in the 
Sixteenth Century: Ship Design, Naval Architecture, and the Naval Career of 
Vettor Fausto’s Quinquereme» (pp. 44–78), which is based on archival research 
and includes important historical evidence, focuses on the personality of Vet-
tor Fausto. The most important achievement of this erudite philologist was the 
quinqueremis (quinquereme) ship, which he built in 1529 based on plans of the 
Roman quinqueremis and on information drawn from ancient Greek manuscripts.

Elina Gugliuzzo’s essay, «Sea Power and the Ottomans in the Early Modern 
Mediterranean World» (pp. 79–91), focuses on the Ottoman navy, seeking to sit-
uate the Ottoman Empire as an integral part of the Mediterranean milieu. In doing 
so, the author challenges the prevailing view that, due to religious and cultural 
differences, the Mediterranean under the Ottomans constituted a vastly different, 
if not inferior, world compared to the West.

In his essay, «Conflict and Collaboration: the Spanish and Ottoman Navies 
in the Mediterranean, 1453–1923» (pp. 92–102), Wayne H. Browen compares 
the Ottoman and Spanish navies, arguing that there were important similarities 
between them. He also draws attention to attempts at fostering cooperation in-
stigated by both states, possibly in their shared effort to limit the dominance of 
France and Britain.

Part 2 explores the representation of weaponry in Byzantine and post-Byz-
antine art. Raffaele D’Amato, in his paper, «A Sixth or Early Seventh Century 
Ad Iconography of Roman Military Equipment in Egypt: The Deir Abou Hennis 
Frescoes» (pp. 105–152), discusses the unique frescoes discovered in the Coptic 
Christian village of Deir Abou Hennis in the early twentieth century, which depict 
scenes from the childhood and life of Jesus Christ. He argues that the figures in 
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the frescoes are accurate representations of soldiers in full dress and equipment 
and recognises the frescoes as a valuable resource in our efforts to reconstruct 
military life in Late Antiquity.

Georgios Theotokis, in his essay, «Σῶκος: An Unusual Byzantine Weapon» 
(pp. 153–172), traces the history, origin and evolution of the lasso in the East and 
its possible uses by or against Byzantine soldiers from the fifth to the thirteenth 
centuries. Theotokis has drawn evidence from several different written and visual 
sources from the Byzantine, Iranian and Turkish folk traditions.

In his paper, «Post-Byzantine Art and Western Influences in Military Iconog-
raphy: The Case of Staff Weapons in the Work of Michael Damaskenos» (pp. 
173–183), Iason-Eleftherios Tzouriadis explores Western influences on military 

Ignazio Danti, The Battle of Lepanto, fresco in the Hall of Maps,
 in the Vatican Museums, Rome (Source: Wikimedia commons).
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equipment through illustrations in the work of Michael Damaskenos, one of the 
most important representatives of the Cretan School of post-Byzantine painting.

In Part 3, the essays focus on the strategy of the crusading movement. Alan V. 
Murray, in his paper, «The Middle Ground: The Passage of Crusade Armies to the 
Holy Land By Land and Sea (1096–1204)» (pp. 185–201), examines the logisti-
cal issues that the Crusaders faced on their journeys to the Middle East, as well 
as the strategies followed by their leaders in terms of army movements across 
southern Europe in an effort to understand the rationale behind them.

Cornel Bontea, in his study, «The Theory of the Passagium Particulare: A 
Commercial Blockade of the Mediterranean in the Early Fourteenth Century?» 
(pp. 202–219), explores the ideas of fourteenth-century military theorists set on 
weakening the Mamluks after the Fall of Acre (1291), placing an emphasis on 
the heavily unrealistic theory of the Passagium Particulare, i.e. the commercial 
blockade of the Mediterranean Sea.

In «Faith and Authority: Guy of Lusignan at the Battle of Acre (4th October 
1189)» (pp. 220–234), Stephen Bennett reassesses Guy’s strategy in the early 
stages of the Third Crusade, arguing that the evidence from primary sources sug-
gests that he displayed a broader strategic vision and greater tactical ability than 
he has hitherto been given credit for.

In his essay, «By the Sword or by an Oath: Siege Warfare in the Latin East 
1097–1131» (pp. 235–253), Ian Wilson challenges the view traditionally put for-
ward by the literature regarding the intensity of Latin siege warfare. The author 
offers a new interpretation by demonstrating the willingness of the Franks to 
exhaust the possibilities of resolving issues through diplomatic channels in order 
to reduce the chances of conducting a siege.

Part 4 focuses on Byzantine military literature. Philip Rance’s «Late Byzan-
tine Elites and Military Literature: Authors, Readers and Manuscripts (c. 1050–c. 
1450)» (pp. 255–286) examines whether Byzantine military literature, originat-
ing in ancient Greek and Roman treatises, and widely popular in the fifth and 
sixth centuries, continued to have an impact in the late Byzantine period. The 
author has made use of some hitherto untapped manuscripts from the Topkapi 
Library and is concerned with identifying the late Byzantine audience for military 
texts, as well as their distribution and context, in the hope that the insights offered 
in the essay may have wider relevance in the context of other, less widely studied 
cultures.
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Nikolaos Kanellopoulos, in his paper, «The Byzantine Influence on the Mili-
tary Writings of Theodore I Palaiologos, Marquis of Montferrat» (pp. 287–298), 
offers a new perspective on the military writings of Theodore I Palaiologos, sec-
ond son of Andronikos II and Iolanta of Montferrat, and nephew of the Marquis 
of Montferrat, Giovanni I (1292–1305). The author attempts to overturn Aldo 
Settia’s established view that Theodore’s work reflects the reality of warfare in 
Italy in the first decades of the fourteenth century. Kanellopoulos highlights the 
influence of the Byzantine way of waging war on the work of Theodore I Palai-
ologos, concluding that the latter’s treatise incorporates the experience of both 
worlds, i.e. the Byzantine and the Italian one.

Savvas Kyriakidis, in his study «Warfare in the Histories of John Kantakou-
zenos» (pp. 299–322), assesses the work of John Kantakouzenos as a source of 
military history. He also evaluates his knowledge of military tactics and explains 
the factors that shaped his descriptions of military conflicts, especially his per-
sonal agenda and the extent to which he consciously tried to adhere to established 
norms commonly found in military manuals.

Part 5, the final section of this volume, is entitled Military Roles within Society 
and consists of four essays. In his essay, entitled «Stradioti, Cappelletti, Compag-
nie or Milizie Greche: ‘Greek’ Mounted and Foot Mercenary Companies in the 
Venetian State (Fifteenth to Eighteenth Centuries)» (pp. 325–346), Stathis Birta-
chas investigates the origins, the national, social and cultural identity, as well as 
the recruitment methods and martial virtues of the light cavalry mercenary corps 
of Greek, Albanian and Slavic origin, the so-called stradioti, used by the Repub-
lic of Venice from the first Venetian–Ottoman war (1463–1479) until the end of 
the eighteenth century. He also explores the cappelletti, a more sophisticated kind 
of light cavalry corps than that of the stradioti, who offered their services to gar-
risons and camps of the Venetian hinterland and Dalmatia from the seventeenth 
century onwards; and, finally, the mercenary groups of ‘Greek’ infantry (com-
pagnie or milizie greche), recruited by the Serenissima from the War of Gradisca 
against the Uskoks and Austrians (1615–1617).

Chrysovalantis Papadamou, in his paper, «A Secret War: Espionage in Vene-
tian Corfu during the Construction of the San Marco Fortress» (pp. 347–370), 
examines the role of spies on the island of Corfu during the final quarter of the 
sixteenth century, exploring a possible conspiracy movement and a number of 
cases of espionage that took place on the island during the construction of new 
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fortifications between 1576 and 1588/9.
Jacopo Pessina, in his study «“Rather the Wealth to Support their Status than 

their Quality as Soldiers”: The Social Position of the Officers in Lucca’s Ordi-
nanze della Montagna, 1550–1600» (pp. 371–396), examines the social compo-
sition of the officer corps of the militia in the outlying areas of the Republic of 
Lucca in the second half of the sixteenth century. The author’s aim was to shed 
light on the extent to which an individual’s economic power may have influenced 
their appointment as officers in this militia.

Finally, Aysel Yıldız, in her paper «Commanders of the Janissary Army: The 
Janissary Ağas, Their Career and Promotion Patterns» (pp. 397–462), turns our 
attention to the all-important military corps of the janissaries, a corps of the late 
medieval and early modern period, which survived from the fourteenth century 
to 1826 and which depended on the devshirme system, that is, a levy on young 
non-Muslims, in order to create a dehumanised, “socially absent” soldier, com-
pletely dependent and obedient to the Sultan through Turkification and Islamis-
ation.

The main aim of the authors in this volume is to approach military history in 
a way that goes beyond the narrow study of specific wars and battles. Military 
tactics and strategies, troops, armaments and the conduct of operations remain 
the focus of interest, but their study is expanded as it is paired with three basic 
frameworks: (a) the political-institutional; (b) the socio-economic; and (c) the 
cultural. These richly detailed essays involve the in-depth (re-)evaluation of pri-
mary and secondary sources, and in some cases previously unpublished archival 
documents, images and charts. This carefully edited volume by Georgios The-
otokis and Aysel Yıldız is a valuable contribution to the military history of the 
Mediterranean. Through its pages, new information is brought to light, as various 
aspects of Mediterranean military history are scrutinised anew. As a result, new 
perspectives on historical events, groups and individuals are offered, and tra-
ditionally entrenched views are challenged following closer inspection. For all 
these reasons, this collection of essays is and will remain a valuable tool in the 
hands of researchers and scholars specialised in military history and the history of 
Mediterranean in general during Middle Ages and Early Modern Era.

eirini D. Vrettou
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