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. . . καίτοι σύ γε δὴ μόνος βασιλέων ἢ κομιδῇ σὺν ὀλίγοις ἔργα συνῆψας καὶ 
λόγους . . . (Krit. ep. 1)

. . . you are the only one of kings or at any rate one of very few, who have 
united deeds with words . . .1

These are the last words of the first long sentence of Kritobulos’ letter of dedi-
cation in which the author reasons why he felt it was so necessary to describe 
the deeds of the addressee, the Conqueror of Constantinople, Mehmed II. 
Besides the fact that the Sultan’s accomplishments eclipse the deeds of many 
Persian, Greek and Roman kings and generals, Kritobulos claims that he is 
also one of the few great personalities of history who could unite deeds with 
words (ἔργα συνῆψας λόγους).2 It is, indeed, a talent in which only a few men 
could take pride. Perhaps the most famous of these men was Pericles, who was 
able to balance the dichotomy of ἔργον and λόγος. However, this equilibrium 
required Thucydides as well, who, considering history as a matter of ἔργα καὶ 
λόγοι, recorded not only the great Athenian leader’s deeds, but his speeches 
too. Inspired partly by the Athenian historian and one of his protagonists, 
Kritobulos employed the convention of speeches and put two long harangues 
into the Sultan’s mouth.3 

Speeches had various functions in ancient and Byzantine historical works: 
they characterized the speaker, indicated his reasons or provided an abstract 

* This paper was supported by János Bolyai Research Scholarship of the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences and OTKA NN-104456.

1 For the translations of Kritobulos’ texts, which do not aim elegance, but stay close to the 
Greek, I have consulted with the following edition: Riggs, C. T. (trans.), History of Mehmed 
the conqueror. Westport 1970. (Reprint)

2 Cf. Krit. ep. 1.
3 Cf. Krit. Hist. 1,14,1–16,19; 1,48,1–51,5.  
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analysis of the underlying issues. Besides these roles, in later writers they also 
alluded to or were modelled on distinguished predecessors. Imitation, how-
ever, did not mean that historians were supposed to follow slavishly what past 
masters had written. Instead, they were expected to re-contextualise the words, 
motifs, ideas and structural elements of their predecessors creatively and make 
them their own.4 In what follows, I will use two examples to display Kritobulos’ 
creativity, that he used to compose some passages of the Sultan’s first speech and 
I will also make some suggestions on their interpretation. I am not proposing 
here to examine the historicity of these speeches,5 although, my position on 
this question will hopefully become clear at the end of the paper. 

Mehmed’s first long speech is delivered before his officers in the war council 
at his palace in Adrianople (cf. Hist. 1,14,1–16,19). As it has already been point-
ed out, in the opening sequence of the harangue, Kritobulos makes references 
to Pericles’ funeral oration ranking Mehmed alongside the Athenian leader 
from the start.6 After the Periclean set-out, Kritobulos has Mehmed enumerate 
the achievements of his ancestors and display by and large accurately the rapid 
expansion of the Ottomans, who conquered by storm the whole of Asia Minor 
and large parts of the Balkan peninsula (cf. Hist. 1,14,3–9). Diether Reinsch 
has observed that this long-drawn and detailed excursus does not contain any 
specific reminiscence of Thucydides.7 Though specific Thucydidean allusions 
are absent indeed, it should be noted that this section does not lack traces of 
literary imitation completely.

It is hard to believe that in reality the twenty-year-old Sultan would have 
lectured his veteran officers about the rise of the Ottoman Empire. The victori-
ous catalogue should rather be regarded as a rhetorical element often used by 
4 On the function of the speeches in ancient historiography, see: Walbank, F. W., Speeches in 

Greek Historians. In: Walbank, F. W., Selected Papers: Studies in Greek and Roman History and 
Historiography. Cambridge 1985. 242–261; Fornara, C., The Nature of History in Ancient Greece 
and Rome. Berkeley – Los Angeles 1983. esp. 142–168; Marincola, J., Speeches in Classical 
Historiography. In: Marincola, J. (ed.), A Companion to Greek and Roman Historiography I. 
Oxford 2007. 118–132.

5 On the historicity of the speeches, see: Tomadakes, N. B., Αἱ παρὰ Κριτοβούλῳ δημηγορίαι 
Μωαμεθ Β΄. Ἀθηνᾶ 56 (1952) 61–68; Tomadakes, N. B., Περὶ ἁλώσεως τῆς Κωνσταντινουπόλεως 
(1453). Athen 1969². 86f; contra Zoras, G. Th., Αἱ τελευταῖαι πρὸ τῆς ἁλώσεως δημηγορίαι 
Κωνσταντίνου τοῦ Παλαιολόγου καὶ Μωαμεθ τοῦ Πορθητοῦ. ΕΕΦΣΠΑ 9 (1958–1959) 
510–538.

6 Cf. Mastrodemetres, P. D., Ἐσωτερικαὶ ἐπιδράσεις τοῦ Θουκυδίδου ἐπὶ τὸν Κριτοβούλου. 
Ἀθηνᾶ 65 (1961) 158–168. esp. 163–164; Reinsch, D. R. (ed.), Critobuli Imbriotae Historiae. 
(Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae 22) Berlin – New York 1983. 50*.

7 Reinsch (n. 6) 50*.
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historians in harangues.8 For instance, Arrian’s Alexander does this to exhort 
his men at the bank of the Hyphasis’ river, where the Macedonian king recalls 
earlier victories to persuade his soldiers to follow him into the valley of Ganges.9 
This oration might have served as a pattern for the Byzantine historian, who was 
eager to depict Mehmed as a new Alexander and who was thoroughly familiar 
with Arrian’s Anabasis as the manuscript tradition illustrates it well.10

Nonetheless, the excursus is more than a rhetorical firework or a common-
place apt to serve such occasion: I believe that it also has a very important 
part of narrative function. It has been acknowledged that the composition of 
Kritobulos’ work reflects the structural organisation of Thucydides’ History.11 
For instance, Kritobulos, like the Athenian historian, divides his account into 
calendar years and within years in four seasons.12 Reinsch, however, has 
drawn attention to Arrian’s influence on the narrative pattern of the Histories 
(Syngraphē historiōn) and argues that the Nicomedian historian’s impact is 
occasionally stronger than that of Thucydides.13 This is exactly what happens 
in the opening of the narrative. 

In contrast with Thucydides, who inserts an introductory section in his main 
theme, Arrian plunges into the middle of the story of Alexander’s campaign 
without mentioning the preceding events: the expansion of the Macedonian 
Kingdom, Philipp’s reign, Alexander’s youth or the peculiar circumstances of 
his rise to power. Following the methodological preface, Arrian devotes as 
little as a spare sentence to Philipp’s death and Alexander’s accession to the 
throne (cf. An. 1,1,1). From this point on, the narrative focuses consistently on 
Alexander. The same narrative pattern can be observed in the Histories. 

Although after the proem, Kritobulos takes a short excursus on the origin 
of the Ottoman dynasty (cf. Hist. 1,4,1–2), he begins his historical account, 
like Arrian, with the inauguration of his protagonist. The opening sentence of 
his narrative seems to be an allusion to the first paragraph of the Anabasis.14 

8 Cf. Keitel, E., Homeric Antecedents to the Cohortatio in the Ancient Historians. CW 80 (1987) 
153–172. esp. 158. 

9 Cf. Arr. An. 5,25,4–5.
10 Cf. Reinsch (n. 6) 70*–71*; on Kritobulos’ imitatio of Arrian, see: Reinsch (n. 6) 58*–66*.
11 Cf. Reinsch (n. 6) 49*.
12 Cf. Reinsch (n. 6) 36*–38*.
13 Reinsch (n. 6) 66*.
14 τελευτήσαντος δ’, ᾗπερ ἔφην, Μωράτεω παραλαμβάνει τὴν βασιλείαν Μεχεμέτης 

ὁ τούτου υἱὸς ἕβδομος αὐτὸς εἰκοστὸν ἔτος ἄγων ἤδη τῆς ἡλικίας μετάπεμπτος ἐξ 
Ἀσίας γεγονώς· ἐκεῖ γὰρ εἶχε τὴν ἀρχὴν δόντος αὐτῷ τοῦ πατρός. (Krit. Hist. 1,4,3)
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Following Arrian’s footsteps, Kritobulos than builds his narrative around 
Mehmed without making any references to the preceding events. Thus, in the 
initial chapters of the first book we can read about Mehmed’s plans of conquest 
and the first step of its realization, e. g. the construction of the fortification 
of Rumali Hisar at the Bosporus.15 But we learn nothing about the events 
that led to the main theme, the conquest of Constantinople. Nevertheless, 
as an eager student of Thucydides’ historiography,16 Kritobulos should have 
known that a contemporary history, which his writing contributed to, should 
contain the antecedents too. The Athenian historian’s most diligent pupils 
like Polybius or Kritobulos’ contemporary, the other historian of the Halōsis, 
Laonikos Chalcocondyles were well aware of this narrative rule and they put 
introductory sections in their work similar to Thucydides’ Archeology or 
Pentekontaeteia to help understand better the main event of their historical 
account.17 Though choosing Anabasis as the structural pattern for the open-
ing of his work, Kritobulos fails to meet the Thucydidean requirement in the 
narrative section, he fills this gap in the Sultan’s harangue. Putting the long 
excursus in the Sultan’s mouth, Kritobulos assists his audience by revealing the 
chain of events that explains how the Turks managed to create their hegemony 
and how the Byzantines became their mortal enemies.

Besides the description of the previous campaigns, the characterization of 
the Turks inserted between the account of their European expeditions and 
Beyazid’s struggle against the crusaders forms a very important part of these 
excursus. In order to depict the Ottomans’ national character, their courage and 
fighting spirit, Kritobulos, as Müller has already indicated in his text edition, 
adopts the words used by Thucydides in the speech of the Chorinthian envoys 
who contrast the Spartans’ excessive caution with the Athenians’ bold and rush 
activity at the first congress of the Peloponnesian League.18 The Turks, like 

Λέγεται δὴ Φίλιππος μὲν τελευτῆσαι ἐπὶ ἄρχοντος Πυθοδήλου Ἀθήνησι· 
παραλαβόντα δὲ τὴν βασιλείαν Ἀλέξανδρον, παῖδα ὄντα Φιλίππου, ἐς Πελοπόννησον 
παρελθεῖν· εἶναι δὲ τότε ἀμφὶ τὰ εἴκοσιν ἔτη Ἀλέξανδρον. (Arr. An. 1,1,1)
See also Reinsch (n. 6) 59*–60*.

15 Cf. Hist. 1,6,1–11,8.
16 Kritobulos possessed a manuscript of Thucydides (Cod. Parisinus Gr. 1636). On the manuscript 

and Kritobulos’ imitation of Thucydides, see: Reinsch (n. 6) 68*–69*, 48*–54*.
17 Cf. Plb. 1,3; 13,6–9; on Laonikos Chalkokondyles, see: Darkó J., Adalékok Laonikos Chalkondyles 

történetírói egyéniségének jellemzéséhez. Különnyomat a Budapesti VII. kerületi Külső Magyar 
Királyi Állami Főgymnasium 1906–1907 Iskolai Évi Értesítőjéből. 3–25, esp.: 8.

18 Cf. Krit. Hist. 1,14,10–12; Th. 1,68–71; Müller, C. (ed.), Fragmenta Historicorum Grecorum 
V/1. Paris 1870, ad loc. See also Mastrodemetres (n. 6) 164–165.
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the Athenians, are described as self-confident, persistent and bold. They have 
a reputation for their innovative plans and rapid execution of their designs. It is 
worth noting that the Sultan incorporates all these features as well, as it turns 
out from several implicit comments that Kritobulos makes in the narrative.19 
With the characterization of the Turks, the Byzantine historian not only praised 
Mehmed’s forefathers, but through literary imitation he showed his Byzantine 
readers, who had a subtle knowledge of Thucydides’ work, what characteristics, 
forces and intentions enabled the Turks to undertake the operations that made 
them the masters of Asia Minor and the Balkan.

In terms of narrative function, the analeptic excursus operates as a short 
introduction that informs the reader about how the Ottomans managed to 
create their hegemony. Kritobulos, I suppose, embedded consciously this 
proper narrative element of the contemporary history in Mehmed’s speech. 
The cryptic use of this (Thucydidean) component shows not only the author’s 
talent for replanting conventional element in new contexts, but may also shed 
light on the two-folded nature of his account, which is determined by the nar-
rative pattern of Thucydides and Arrian.  

The second example shows another feature of Kritobulos’ imitation 
of Thucydides and displays how his ideas on history infiltrate the oration of 
Mehmed. It has been recently argued by classical philologists that the speeches 
of Herodotus and Thucydides contain theoretical reflections of the authors 
on memory and history.20 For instance, in the story of Candaules and Gyges, 
the words said by the Lydian king, “the ears less trustworthy than eyes”, reflect the 
epistemological hierarchy that dominates Herodotus’ historiē.21 Thucydides, who 
applies this methodology more rigorously (and more critically) than his older 
contemporary did,22 continues Herodotus’ practice and frequently puts his own 
ideas on history in the mouth of his protagonists. In Pericles’ funeral oration, for 
example, Thucydides has the Athenian leader echo his own methodological and 
theoretical observations: when Pericles criticizes Homer and other poets in 2,41,2 
that actually resembles Thucydides’ rejection of poets in 1,21,1; or when Pericles 
devotes only a few passages to the ancient deeds while calling the most recent 
achievements the greatest, that reflects actually Thucydides’ attitude towards 
19 See e.g. Hist. 1,5,2; 5,3; 6,1.
20 See e.g. Walker, A. D., Enargeia and the Spectator in Greek Historiography. TAPhA 123 (1993) 

353–377. esp. 372; Grethlein, J., Gefahren des λόγος. Thukydides’ Historien und die Grabrede 
des Perikles. Klio 87 (2005) 41–71. esp. 43–56.

21 Cf.  Marincola, J., Authority and Tradition in Ancient Historiography. Cambridge 1997. 67.
22 Cf. Marincola (n. 21) 67–69. 
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archaic history which was by and large left aside by the Athenian historian while 
the recent war was pronounced as the greatest.23

To the above-mentioned implicit self-reflections I would like to add another 
Thucydidean example that plays part in Kritobulos’ narrative as well as in the 
Sultan’s first speech. In his famous Archaeology, Thucydides frequently alludes 
to the obscurity of the distant past. He claims that it is impossible to discover 
clearly what happened in the remote past, because what we know about it, we 
know only from hearsay (mainly from poets).24 Therefore, in consequence of 
partly epistemological reasons, Thucydides excludes almost completely the 
ancient events from his project and confines himself to the recent past, which 
can be reconstructed not by hearsay but by the evidence of the eyewitnesses. 
The reminiscent of this idea appears in the Athenian ambassador’s speech be-
fore the Assembly of the Peloponnesian League. His question at the beginning 
of the oration illustrates the essence of Thucydides’ theoretical observations:

Καὶ τὰ μὲν πάνυ παλαιὰ τί δεῖ λέγειν, ὧν ἀκοαὶ μᾶλλον λόγων μάρτυρες ἢ 
ὄψις τῶν ἀκουσομένων; (Th. 1,73,2) 

“Now, what need is there to speak about matters quite remote, whose only 
witnesses are the stories men hear rather than  the eyes of those who will hear 
them told?” 25

The Thucydidean idea about the inferiority of ancient past over contem-
porary history has a strong influence on Kritobulos’ Histories. As successor 
of the Thucydidean tradition, Kritobulos too prefers contemporary history 
over archaic past and stresses his preference and its reasons already in the 
proemium of his work:

τὰ μὲν γὰρ παλαιὰ τῶν ἔργων πρεσβύτατα ὄντα καὶ μέγιστα δυσπαράδεκτά 
πώς εἰσι καὶ εἰς ἀκοὴν ἔρχεται μόγις τῷ χρόνῳ ὥσπερ γηράσκοντα καὶ 
διαπιστούμενα [. . .] τὰ δὲ δὴ νῦν καινά τε ὄντα καὶ προσεχῆ καὶ ὡς γνώριμα 
εὐπαράδεκτά τέ ἐστι καὶ κατέχεται καὶ ὡς προσεχῆ μᾶλλον θαυμάζεται, καὶ 
τοσούτῳ μᾶλλον ὅσῳ καὶ μᾶλλον διαφέροντα ᾖ καὶ τὴν πίστιν ἔχοντα τῷ 
σαφεῖ καὶ γνωρίμῳ. . . ( Hist. 1,1,2)

“Being old and grandiose, ancient deeds are inconceivable to a certain ex-
tent, and they are hardly heard, since with time they became obsolete and 
untrustworthy [. . .] Being new, recent and well known, the present events, 
however, can be understood easily and memory preserves them. Furthermore, 

23 Cf. Grethlein (n. 20) 43–45. 
24 Cf. Th. 1,1,2; 20,1; 21,1.
25 Translation of Smith, C. F..
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the fact that they are recent provokes more admiration: the more precious 
and authentic they are due to being clear and well known, the more they are 
recognized. . .”

Kritobulos’ sceptic attitude towards the archaic past can be rightly regarded 
as a product of the Thucydidean convention. His words about the obsolescence, 
grandiosity and untrustworthiness of the remote past echo Thucydides’ dictum 
in 1,21,1, where the Athenian historian enunciates that the stories of archaic 
past cannot be tested and through the lapse of time most of them have won 
their way into the unreliable realm of the fabulous.26 

Thucydides’ theoretical legacy, however, is prominent not only in the proem. 
We can find its traces in the Sultan’s harangue as well. Before the resuscitation 
of his forefathers’ great achievements, Mehmed says that his audience knows 
these events well, for some of them, the oldest, were participants of these ex-
ploits (οἱ μὲν ὑμῶν καὶ κοινωνοὶ ἐνίων ἔργων ἐν μέρει γεγονότες), while the 
younger in turn heard of these deeds from their fathers (οἱ δὲ καὶ παρὰ τῶν 
πατέρων ἀκοῇ παρειληφότες). In contrast with Thucydides’ Athenian ambas-
sador, at least one part of Mehmed’s audience, the older ones had autopsy on 
what the orator intended to speak about; what is more, the younger ones could 
also have it as it turns out from the Sultan’s following note:

οὐδὲ γάρ εἰσι τῶν πάνυ παλαιῶν οὐδ’ οἷα καὶ διὰ χρόνου πλῆθος λανθάνειν, 
ἀλλ’ ὄψις ταῦτα μαρτυρεῖ τῶν λεγόντων μᾶλλον ἢ τῶν ὁρώντων ἀκοὴ 
βεβαιοῖ, χθὲς καὶ πρώην γεγενημένα. (Hist. 1,14,1)

“After all they are not such very ancient events nor of the sort to be forgot-
ten over the lapse of time, but the sight of telling confirms more these deeds 
happened yesterday or the day before than the hearing of the eyewitnesses 
could testify them.”

At first hearing this sentence sounds slightly foggy, but reading on, its mean-
ing slowly clears up. The Sultan unfolds that it is perfectly possible to see even 
now (σαφῶς ἔτι καὶ νῦν ὁρᾶν) all over their land the signs (σημεῖα) of their 
ancestors’ deeds, the ruinous walls of the fortifications and towns as well as 
the ground still red and damp with their blood: these are the visible monu-
ments (μνημεῖα) of the forefathers’ deeds, the sight of which confirms more 
their truthfulness than the hearing of the eyewitnesses could do it (cf. Hist. 
1,14,2).

Mehmed’s above-quoted words have a distant affinity with those of the 
Athenian ambassador, or rather, that is to say Kritobulos’ words have it with 

26 . . .ὄντα ἀνεξέλεγκτα καὶ τὰ πολλὰ ὑπὸ χρόνου αὐτῶν ἀπίστως ἐπὶ τὸ μυθῶδες ἐκνενικηκότα. . . 
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Thucydides’. In a way, the Sultan’s words can be read as an answer to the 
Athenian ambassador’s question. Knowing well the Thucydidean reservations 
about the distant past, Kritobulos emphasizes that the following account of the 
accomplishments and the rise of the Turks has not already won its way into 
the realm of the fabulous, since these events are not very ancient and their 
truth can be testified by autopsy. Through the Sultan’s mediation, Kritobulos 
reflects implicitly his own principles and at the same time he echoes those of 
Thucydides. 

To sum up, we can say that the talent of letting words meet deeds is a very 
rare phenomenon not only among the protagonists of history but also among 
their chroniclers. Thucydides was certainly one of them, and for Kritobulos 
as for many Byzantine historians, he was the historian, ὁ συγγραφεύς. In the 
proem of the Histories, Kritobulos enunciates that he will write about the past 
fitting words to deeds (λόγους ξυναρμόζων τοῖς ἔργοις), but as a follower of 
Thucydides, he was well aware of the fact that the deeds of the past contain 
words as well as actions. Thus, he created an appropriate speech for the Sultan 
and by means of web of allusions he ranked Mehmed alongside Pericles. 
However, with the manifold application of the literary imitation, Kritobulos 
had yet another purpose: to rank himself alongside Thucydides.


