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			The Fall of Constantinople

			Key information

			
					When: 6 April-29 May 1453

					Where: In Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine Empire (now Istanbul)

					Context: The Ottoman expansion (14th - 17th century)

					Belligerents: The Byzantine Empire against the Ottoman Empire

					Commanders and leaders:	Constantine XI, Byzantine emperor (1403-1453)

	Mehmet II, Sultan of the Ottoman Empire (1432-1481)




					Outcome: Ottoman victory

					Victims:	Byzantine camp: approximately 4 000 dead and 50 000 taken prisoner

	Ottoman camp: figure unknown, but losses were significant




			

			Introduction

			A major turning point in European history, the fall of Constantinople marked the end of the Eastern Roman Empire (commonly called the Byzantine Empire) in favor of the Ottoman Empire. According to many historians, this event precipitated the end of the Middle Ages and marked the entry of Western Europe into modern times.

			The fight for Constantinople began on 6 April 1453. The attack was ordered by the Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II, who wanted to bring an end to the Byzantine presence on the Bosphorus. The stakes were high: taking possession of Constantinople would not only ensure the control of commercial links between the East and the West, but would also end the last Christian stronghold in the East. The Ottomans, aware of this issue, therefore undertook the siege of the city, seeking to seize it by progressively weakening it through a series of offensive attacks, but also through a blockade intending to isolate and deprive it of any external help.

			The Byzantine Empire that tried to resist the attack was declining. Behind the impressive ramparts of Constantinople, the emperor Constantine XI managed to keep the Turks at bay for more than 50 days. Nevertheless, given the successive assaults, the city finally fell on 29 May 1453, sealing the fate of the two Empires, marking the end of the Byzantine Empire and the dawn of the Ottoman Empire. 

		


		
			Political and social context

			Byzantium: an empire in agony

			A milestone in the history of the 15th century, the fall of Constantinople was only the final act of a process of a centuries-long decline for the Byzantine Empire. Since the fall of the Roman Empire in 476 A.D., which marked its advent, nearly a thousand years passed, during which the empire was maintained, despite the claims that some (such as the Arabs, Serbs, Bulgarians, Venetians, Genoese and Turks) had on its territories. 

			
				
					Good to know

					For some historians, the birth of the Byzantine Empire occurred in 395 A.D. when Emperor Theodosius I (347-395) decided to share the Roman Empire between his sons. Although several divisions had already been made in the past, this was definitive. However, it was primarily administrative and the inhabitants of the two empires did not perceive any real differences compared to the previous situation. For example, they were subject to the same legislation. It was not until 476 A.D. that the Byzantine Empire conducted its own destiny.

				

			

			The decline of the Byzantine Empire began in 1204, when the Republic of Venice, for reasons of commercial competition, redirected the Fourth Crusade (1201-1204), which was originally headed for Constantinople, towards the re-conquest of the Holy Land and Jerusalem, then under the control of the Arabs. This event, which was rooted in the religious quarrel between the Churches of the East and the West since the schism of 1054, would have devastating consequences. The Byzantine capital was indeed besieged and conquered by the Crusaders who ransacked it, signaling the end of the Byzantine Empire, which then broke up into four entities:

			
					the Latin Empire of Constantinople (1204-1261), which included Thrace, northwestern Minor Asia, Lesbos, Samos and Chios, and was in the hands of Westerners;

					the Despotate of Epirus (1204-1318), located in the Balkans and extending to Albania and Greece;

					the Empire of Nicaea (1204-1261), located along the Sea of Marmara and the Black Sea, led by the Emperor Theodore I Laskaris (c. 1174-1222);

					the Empire of Trebizond (1204-1461), located in the Pont region, on the coast of the Black Sea, which was one of the last refuges of the Greeks before falling into the hands of the Ottomans in 1461.

			

			However, in 1261, Michael VIII Palaiologos (1224-1282), co-emperor of Nicaea then Byzantine emperor, managed to reclaim Constantinople and restore the Byzantine Empire. The damage caused by the Crusaders however proved irreversible, leading to the final break between the two Churches.

			
				
					Good to know

					The schism of 1054, also called the Great Schism of the East, was the rupture between the Byzantine Church (Orthodox liturgy) and the Roman Church (Catholic liturgy). The divergence of opinion between them was not new and had gradually increased over the centuries. They concerned the doctrine, liturgical practice and theological issues. The date of 1054 still commands attention and coincides with the mutual excommunication of Cerularius Michel (1000-1059), patriarch of Constantinople and Pope Leo IX (1002-1054). This event had negative consequences for the Byzantines, who could now look forward to support from the West, only in exchange for their submission to the Pope.

				

			

			The turban, rather than the miter

			In the 14th century, the Byzantine Empire, already weakened by a disastrous economic situation, was undermined by incessant succession struggles. The empire was now limited to Europe only. Meanwhile, a new power was emerging: the Ottomans. They gradually monopolized the remaining Byzantine territories, so much so that at the beginning of the 15th century, all that remained of the empire was Constantinople and the Morea (Peloponnese). At the height of humiliation, to ensure its survival, it was forced to pay a tribute to the invader, reducing Byzantine emperors to vassals of the Ottoman Empire. The city of Constantinople, meanwhile, lost its splendor and gradually depopulated.

			Faced with the Ottoman threat, several emperors tried to gain help from the West. However, religious issues were always at the center of negotiations and Rome required the union of the Eastern Church with that of the West as a prerequisite for any form of assistance. This prerogative was at the heart of the councils of Ferrara and Florence which, in 1438 and 1439, tried – in vain – to achieve the union of the two Churches. Backed into a corner, the last Byzantine emperors were forced to accept this compromise, causing the growing discontent of the population, which was permanently marked by the atrocities committed by the Crusaders in 1204: the union agreements were consequently seen as real treason. It was in this context of tension that the Grand Duke Loukas Notaras, high admiral of the Byzantine fleet (died in 1453) would have said the famous quote: “I would rather see a Turkish turban in the midst of the City than the Latin miter” (Nicol 1993).

			In 1444, the Christian world began a final crusade to counter the Ottomans, but this ended in failure at the Battle of Varna.

			
				
					Good to know

					The Battle of Varna took place on 10 November 1444, and was fought between Sultan Murad II (1404-1451) and the Christians led by John Hunyadi (military man and politician from Transylvania, 1387-1456), King Vladislav I of Hungary (1423-1444) and Prince Vlad Dracul of Wallachia (1397-1447), father of the count that inspired the novel Dracula by Bram Stoker).

					Faced with the increasingly urgent threat of the Ottomans on Constantinople and the Balkans, Pope Eugene IV (1383-1447) ordered the preparation of a new crusade against the Muslims.

					The Crusaders began to move in July 1444 and planned to reach the port of Varna in order to board ships to Constantinople. However, the Christian fleet was delayed, allowing the Sultan Marnad II to send his army to Varna. On 10 November, the two armies met and engaged in combat. Although the advantage seemed to be with the Crusaders, the young king Vladislav I began a miscalculated offensive which cost him his life and threw confusion into the Western army. The consequences were terrible: the Hungarian monarch was killed, John Hunyadi was put to flight and the Christian army was virtually annihilated. The Ottoman Sultan therefore won the battle, ending the crusade and depriving Constantinople of any reinforcement, which would prove decisive when taking the Byzantine capital a few years later.

				

			

			The rise of the Ottoman Empire

			Whereas the Byzantine Empire had existed for centuries, the Ottoman Empire was born in 1299. Its founder, Gazi Osman I (c. 1258-1326), and his successors continued to increase their power and expand their territory. In 1354, the Ottomans seized land located in Europe, such as the city of Gallipoli. From then on, it was no longer possible to impede their advance which continued in the Balkans, especially with the conquest of Adrianople by the third Ottoman Sultan Murad I (1326-1389) in 1362.

			This left no more than 200 kilometers to reach Constantinople, which was still in the hands of an already moribund Byzantine Empire. However, it would take another few decades for the city to fall. The reason for this delay was not due to a possible weakness of the Ottomans. Indeed, the Ottomans were facing multiple threats that prevented them from conquering Constantinople: the Serbs and the Christians in the West, the Mongols in the East and the succession struggles between Sultans constantly delayed the conquest of the Byzantine capital. For example, one can consider the enterprise of Sultan Murad II, who, while he besieged Constantinople in 1422, was recalled because of a rebellion in Anatolia, bringing an abrupt end to the siege. Nevertheless, the situation changed with the succession to power of Mehmed II.

			Constantinople: the dream of Mehmet II

			On his accession to the throne of the Ottoman Empire in 1451, Mehmet II had only one goal: to take Constantinople and end up with the Byzantine Empire. Indeed, the Ottoman Sultan measured the stakes of such a conquest. This would enable him to:

			
					connect the European and Asian parts of the Ottoman Empire;

					create a bridge to the Balkans and other conquests;

					control the Bosphorus Strait, of crucial importance from a commercial and military standpoint;

					obtain international recognition;

					destroy the Byzantine Empire and end the Christian authority in the East.

			

			Mehmet II intended to stack the odds in his favor to avoid a similar failure to that of 1422. His plan of attack was carefully prepared during the two years preceding his victory.

			Eager to counter any external threat, the Sultan began by renewing peace treaties with his Christian and Muslim vassals. He then proceeded to deprive Constantinople of any chance of rescue by cutting it off from its possible auxiliaries. To do this, Mehmet II signed a treaty with the Republic of Venice in September 1451 and, in November, concluded a three-year peace with John Hunyadi, representative of the Kingdom of Hungary.

			From 1452, the Sultan also launched military diversions in the Morea, which was then in the hands of the brothers of Constantine XI, to prevent them from rescuing the capital at the time of the siege. Therefore, all that remained was for Mehmet II to completely isolate Constantinople by establishing a blockade of the city on the Bosphorus. To this end, the Sultan built the castle of Rumeli Hisari north of the strait, in front of another Ottoman fortress built by one of his predecessors, Bayezid I (c. 1360-1403). With these two fortresses he now controlled the north of the strait, preventing any ship from the Black Sea from supplying Constantinople. In November 1452, Venetian ships loaded with wheat, attempting to break the blockade, were sunk by artillerymen sheltered by the fortresses. Everything was now in place for the siege of Constantinople, the thirtieth and last in its history.

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			Constantine XI Palaiologos, Byzantine Emperor

			Constantine XI Palaiologos, nicknamed Dragases (1403-1453), was the last Roman emperor of the East who witnessed the fall of Constantinople. The younger son of Emperor Manuel II (1348-1425), Constantine XI was not destined to reign on the throne of Byzantium. Therefore, when in 1421, Manuel II became wearied by years of conflict, he appointed his eldest son, John VIII (1390-1448) co-emperor. It was in this capacity that John VIII undertook a first trip to the West in 1423-1424, to find help in facing the Ottoman threat that was becoming increasingly urgent. The young Constantine XI Palaiologos, responsible for the regency of the empire during his brother’s absence, became a despot (the highest title in the imperial ranks). 

			In 1425, following the death of Manuel II, John VIII became the only reigning emperor. He attributed to three of his brothers (Constantine XI, Theodore and Thomas) the government of the Morea, the latest stable province of the empire. Constantine XI Palaiologos became despot of Morea at Vostitza from 1427 to 1437, before returning as regent of the empire from 1437 to 1440 during a new voyage of his brother to the West, undertaken to end the religious disputes and facilitate the preparation of a new crusade against the Ottomans. Upon the emperor’s return, Constantine XI Palaiologos resumed his role as despot of Morea. However, a change occurred in 1443 when he offered the city of Selymbria to his brother in exchange for Mistra (city of Morea). Although he continued to lead the province together with his brother Thomas, he now held the richest and most extensive part of the Morea. 

			The fate of Constantine XI switched in 1448, when his brother John VIII died. The latter having no heir, the throne of Constantinople fell to him. On 6 January 1449, he was thus crowned basileus (title designating Byzantine Emperor). But the honor of this title was accompanied by many responsibilities, including facing the Ottomans. However, the situation was desperate: the enemy had succeeded over time, in surrounding what remained of the empire. Therefore, Constantine XI was forced in turn to claim the support of the Western powers. He obtained this support, but it came at a price: indeed, he was obligated to proclaim the union and the submission of the Eastern Church to the Roman papacy in 1452, much to the dissatisfaction of the population of Constantinople. This ultimate concession of the Byzantine Empire remained ineffective: no help would come from Rome in 1453.

			Meanwhile, Sultan Mehmet II had resolved to end the Byzantine Empire. In April 1453, the Byzantine capital was under siege. Despite the lack of manpower at his disposal, Constantine XI organized the defense of the city and closed the Golden Horn (the natural port of Constantinople) with a long chain. He also served as head of 3 000 men to defend the city wall at the Gate of Saint Romanus. This was followed by 55 days of resistance. Before the final attack on 29 May 1453, Mehmet II offered Constantine XI the sovereignty of the Morea in exchange for the surrender of the city, but the emperor refused and replied that he was ready to sacrifice his life rather than surrender. This decision sealed his fate, as well as that of Constantinople, and the Turkish onslaught proved insurmountable. Followed by a few faithful men, Constantine XI launched into the fray with his sword and suffered a heroic death, ending the long line of Roman emperors. His body was never found. 

			Mehmet II, Sultan of the Ottoman Empire

			Mehmet II (or Mehmed II), the seventh Sultan of the Ottoman Empire, was the instigator of the siege of Constantinople in 1453. The son of Sultan Murad II, he ascended to the Ottoman throne in 1444, when he was only 12 years old. The reasons that prompted his father to abdicate in favor of his son are still a mystery. However, the youth of the new Sultan had one major drawback: the growing influence of his teachers on the government of the empire eventually arose the opposition of the great leaders, the most famous of which was Halil Pasha (grand vizier of the Ottoman Empire in 1439-1453), as well as the army. Murad II was therefore called back to the throne in 1446, ending the first reign of Mehmet II.

			In 1451, the death of his father prompted his second accession to power. The five years between his two reigns allowed the young Sultan to complete his education and also to be initiated into military and state affairs. Mehmet II was now ready and had only one objective: to permanently get rid of Constantinople, in order to succeed where
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