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“Whenever he (sc. a historian) uses a preface, he will make two points only, not 
three like the orators. He will omit the appeal for favorable hearing and give 
his audience what will interest and instruct them. For they will give him their 
attention if he shows that what he is going to say will be important, essential, 
personal, or useful. He will make what is to come easy to understand and 
quite clear, if he sets forth the causes and outlines the main events. The best 
historians have written prefaces of this sort.”1 (Hist. Conscr. 53-54) 

The author of the afore-said guidelines knew exactly how history has to be 
written, though he never tried to do so. In his essay on Greek historiography, 
Lucian recommends the proems of Thucydides and Herodotus as examples 
of the future historians (cf. Hist. Conscr. 54). Thirteen centuries later, one 
of the last Byzantine historiographers, Kritobulos of Imbros also followed 
these authors, while he was writing proems for his historical work, though 
not exactly in the same way as Lucian suggested it: Kritobulos does not omit 
captatio benevolentiae, and along with the two classical authors, he puts to use 
other, not canonized historiographers to compose his proems. The result is 
a copious and curlicued proemium, which nevertheless introduces not only 
the history of the first seventeen years of the reign of Mehmet II. and the 
capture of Constantinople, but allows us to gain insight into the workshop 
of the last Byzantine historian. We can take a look at forms, samples and 
tools Kritobulos depicted the fall of the Byzantine Empire and the beginning 
of a new era with. 

It has been long acknowledged that Kritobulos was influenced to a great 
extent by classical authors, in particular Thucydides.2 Nevertheless, except 

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

  Transleted by kilBuRn, K.
2 See e.g. mülleR, C. (ed.): Fragmenta Historicorum Grecorum V/1. Paris 1870. liii-liv; kRumBacheR, 
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for the excellent studies of Diether Reinsch,3 relatively little research has 
been done concerning the manner in which these classical notions reap-
pear in the Historiai. In the present paper, I will display some commonplace 
themes being present in the proem and the letter of dedication aiming to 
reveal some new parallels and consider the nature of the adaptation of 
similar concepts, whether linguistic, structural or abstract.

At the beginning of the paper, I wrote about the proems of the Historiai. 
However, if we start to read Kritobulos’ writing, we can find only one pro-
emium, and reading on, we will not come across a second preface drifted 
into the current of the narrative as we do in Thucydides’ or Herodotus’ work. 
Even so, it was still not a lapsus calami. The letter of dedication4 addressed to 
the Sultan and attached to the beginning of the Historiai was built up from 
the elements traditionally assigned to the proem. This observation, I have to 
confess, lacks novelty. Heinrich Lieberich has already alluded to it in his solid 
and systematic work on the proems of Greek and Byzantine historiographers.5 
Nevertheless, the German philologist has failed to deliver the analysis, and 
in his interpretation, as in the opinion of many scholars later on,6 the letter 
remains only an obsequious Byzantine’s flattery. But there is more than that: 
already in the letter of dedication Kritobulos shows his exceptional literacy 
and his ability to use classical forms to serve his own narrative. 

K.: Geschichte der byzantinische Literatur von Justinian bis zum Ende des Ostromischen Reiches (527-
1453). München 1897². 309; daRkó, J.: Bizáncz utolsó történetírói. Budapesti Szemle 155 (1913) 
430 = Die letzten Geschichtsschreiber der Byzanz. Ungarische Rundschau für historische und 
soziale Wissenschaften 2 (1913) 391; tomadakeS, N. B.: Aἱ παρὰ Κριτοβούλῳ δημηγορίαι Μωάμεθ 
Β´. Ἀθηνᾶ 56 (1952) 61-68; maStRodemetReS, P. D.: Ἐσωτερικαὶ ἐπιδράσεις τοῦ Θουκυδίδου ἐπὶ 
τὸν Κριτοβούλου. Ἀθηνᾶ 65 (1961) 158-168; hunGeR, H.: Die hochsprachliche profane Literatur 
der Byzantiner II. München 1978. 502. For further examples and the evaluation of scholarly 
judgements on Kritobulos’ imitatio of Thucydides see: ReinSch, D. R. (ed.): Critobuli Imbriotae 
Historiae. (Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae 22) Berlin – New York 1983. 48-49.

3 See ReinSch (n. 2) 48-67; ReinSch, D. R.: Byzantine Adaptations of Thucydides. In: RenGakoS, A. 
– tSamakiS, A.: Brill’s Companion to Thucydides. Leiden – Boston 2006. 755-778. esp. 764-767.

4 Kritobulos wrote two letters of dedication. Approximately two thirds of the texts are identi-
cal. One of the letters (indicated with S in Reinsch’s edition) can be found in the manuscript 
(Codex Seragliensis G. İ. 3), the other (indicated with T in Reinsch’s edition) is lost; we have only 
a copy of it by conStantin tiSchendoRF, who owned the original and published its text in Notitia 
editionis codicis Bibliorum Sinaitici. Leipzig 1860. 123-124. Henceforth I quote T, but I specify  
the relevant variants of S in footnote. On the letters of dedication see GRecu, V.: Kritobulos 
aus Imbros. Byzantinoslavica 17 (1957) 1-17. esp. 4-7; ReinSch (n. 2) 18-27. 

5 liBeRiech, H.: Studien zu Proömien in der griechischen und byzantinischen Geschichtschreibung II. 
München 1900. 46.

6 See e.g. daRkó (n. 2) 430. resp. 391.
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After the long form of address, Kritobulos reveals the ground that encour-
aged him to write the Sultan’s history. According to this, he would have 
thought it unjust, if the Sultan’s deeds that outshine those of his foregoers 
had fallen into oblivion. Kritobulos wraps this message in a syncrisis. He com-
pares Mehmet’s accomplishments to the deeds of the kings and generals 
of the Persians, Greeks, Romans and others, whose achievements, due to 
the Greek historians and their writings, are celebrated and admired by all, 
though, as Kritobulos puts it, they are not worthy of being compared in glory, 
bravery and martial valor to the Sultan.7 Besides that, the syncrisis discloses 
our historian’s motivation (and, of course, flatters the addressee), it achieves 
an important and inevitable rhetorical goal of proems, the magnification 
(αὔξησις) of the subject matter.

In the introductory passages of the history of Alexander the Great, Arrian 
of Nicomedia used a very similar arrangement to emphasize the unique 
greatness of the achievements of the world conqueror Macedonian king. 
Arrian, whose work was well known to Kritobulos, as the manuscript copied 
by him also proves it,8 opens the so-called second preface of the Anabasis with 
a compendious syncrisis. He compares the deeds of Alexander to those of the 
7 (1) πολλῶν καὶ  μεγάλων ἔργων αὐτουργὸν ὄντα σε ὁρῶν, ὦ μέγιστε αὐτοκράτωρ, 

καὶ πολλῶν καὶ μεγάλων (τῶν πάλαι φημὶ) στρατηγῶν τε καὶ  βασιλέων κρατοῦντα, οὐ 
μόνον Περσῶν τε καὶ τῶν ἄλλων γενῶν, ἀλλὰ δὴ καὶ Ῥωμαίων τε καὶ  Ἑλλήνων, ἐπί τε 
δόξῃ καὶ  ἀνδρείᾳ καὶ φρονήσει καὶ στρατηγικῇ ἀρετῇ οὐδ’ ὅσον ἐξεῖναι καὶ παραβάλλειν, 
οὐ δίκαιον ᾠήθην  ἐκείνους μὲν καὶ τὰ ἐκείνων ἔργα καὶ πράξεις ἐξ ἐκείνου μέχρι καὶ 
νῦν τῇ διαδοχῇ τοῦ χρόνου παραδοθέντα ταῖς Ἑλληνικαῖς ἱστορίαις  καὶ ξυγγραφαῖς 
ᾄδεσθαι καὶ  θαυμάζεσθαι παρὰ πᾶσι καὶ  μνήμης εἰς ἀΐδιον ἀπολαύειν, σὲ δὲ τοιοῦτον 
ὄντα καὶ  τηλικοῦτον πάσης τε σχεδὸν τῆς ὑφ’ ἡλίου κρατοῦντα καὶ λαμπροῖς καὶ μεγάλοις 
σεμνυνόμενον ἔργοις εἰς τὸν ἔπειτα χρόνον ἀμάρτυρον ἔχειν τὴν ἀρετὴν καὶ τὰ πλεῖστα καὶ 
μέγιστα  καὶ κάλλιστα τῶν ἔργων τῶν σῶν  ὥσπερ τινὰ τῶν ἀφανῶν καὶ  ἀδόξων μηδεμιᾶς 
γοῦν μνήμης ἢ  ξυγγραφῆς Ἑλληνικῆς ἀξιῶσαι τοὺς νῦν, ἀλλ’ ἐᾶσαι ταῦτα λήθης παραδοθῆναι 
βυθοῖς, καὶ τὰ μὲν  τῶν ἄλλων ἔργα σμικρά τε ὄντα καὶ  κατ’ οὐδὲν ἐπεοικότα τοῖς σοῖς πολύ 
τοι ἐπιφανέστερα καὶ ἐπικυδέστερα εἰς ἀνθρώπους ἕνεκά γε Ἑλλήνων καὶ τῆς Ἑλλήνων 
ἱστορίας γενέσθαι, τὰς δὲ σὰς πράξεις μεγίστας τε οὔσας καὶ κατ’ οὐδὲν  ἀπεοικυίας 
τῶν Ἀλεξάνδρου τοῦ  Μακεδόνος καὶ τῶν κατ’ ἐκεῖνον  στρατηγῶν τε καὶ βασιλέων μὴ 
Ἑλληνικῶς εἰς τοὺς Ἕλληνας ἐκδοθῆναι  μηδὲ τῷ μετὰ ταῦτα χρόνῳ παραδοθῆναι εἰς 
ἔπαινον μὲν ἀγήρω καὶ τιμὴν τοῦ κατωρθωκότος, μίμημα δὲ καὶ μάθημα κάλλιστον  τοῖς 
σπουδαίοις, καίτοι σύ γε δὴ μόνος βασιλέων ἢ κομιδῇ σὺν  ὀλίγοις ἔργα συνῆψας καὶ λόγους 
καὶ  φιλοσοφίαν καὶ βασιλείαν ὁ  αὐτὸς ὢν βασιλεύς τ’ ἀγαθὸς κρατερός τε μαχητής. (2) διὸ 
δή μοι καὶ προσῆκόν τε ἅμα καὶ δίκαιον  ἔδοξε τῇ σῇ ἀγαθῇ τύχῃ θαρρήσαντι τὸν παρόντα 
πόνον ἀναδέξασθαι  καὶ τὰς σὰς ἀριστείας καὶ πράξεις πολλῷ τῶν ἄλλων διαφερούσας  
κατά τε πλῆθος καὶ μέγεθος ὡς οἷόν τέ μοι Ἑλληνικῇ ξυγγραφῇ παραδοῦναι. (ep. 1-2)

8 Codex Seragliensis G. İ. 16. On the manuscript see also ReinSch (n. 2) 70-71; on Kritobulos’ imitatio 
of Arrian see ReinSch (n. 2) 58-66.
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Sicilian tyrants and the Ten Thousand. Then he comes to the conclusion, 
that while Alexander’s achievements dwarfed those of others, his deeds are 
still much less known than the most insignificant deeds of his foregoers.9 
The rhetorical points of the comparison are identical to Kritobulos’: the 
justification of the choice of theme and the amplification of the subject mat-
ter. The structural and linguistic similarities between the two texts imply 
that writing the letter of dedication, Kritobulos had in mind the proemium 
of the Anabasis.10 

At this point, it is worth taking a glance at the narrative of the Byzantine 
historian. After the account of the capture of Constantinople, Kritobulos 
made a long and dramatic excursus on the devastation of the City. He com-
pares the fall of Constantinople to the ruination of Troy, Babylon, Carthage, 
Rome and Jerusalem (Hist. 1,68,3-69,1). This time too, the structural and 
linguistic correspondences, as it has already been pointed out,11 betoken 
the influence of Arrian, who also closes the narrative of the siege of Thebes 
with a syncrisis. The Nicomedian historian, to heighten the dramatic tone 
of his description, compares the great disasters of Greek history to the fate 
of Thebes (An. 1,9,1-5). 

In both instances, Kritobulos adopted the same form to similar contexts 
from the same author. The two parallels, I think, exemplify clearly, how 
consciously the Byzantine historian applies the device of literary imitation; 

9 (1) καὶ εὐδαιμόνισεν ἄρα, ὡς λόγος, Ἀλέξανδρος Ἀχιλλέα, ὅτι Ὁμήρου κήρυκος ἐς τὴν ἔπειτα 
μνήμην ἔτυχε. (2) καὶ μέντοι καὶ ἦν Ἀλεξάνδρῳ οὐχ ἥκιστα τούτου ἕνεκα εὐδαιμονιστέος 
Ἀχιλλεύς, ὅτι αὐτῷ γε Ἀλεξάνδρῳ, οὐ κατὰ τὴν ἄλλην ἐπιτυχίαν, τὸ χωρίον τοῦτο ἐκλιπὲς 
ξυνέβη οὐδὲ ἐξηνέχθη ἐς ἀνθρώπους τὰ Ἀλεξάνδρου ἔργα ἐπαξίως, οὔτ’ οὖν καταλογάδην, 
οὔτε τις ἐν μέτρῳ ἐποίησεν· ἀλλ’ οὐδὲ ἐν μέλει ᾔσθη Ἀλέξανδρος, ἐν ὅτῳ Ἱέρων τε καὶ Γέλων 
καὶ Θήρων καὶ πολλοὶ ἄλλοι οὐδέν τι Ἀλεξάνδρῳ ἐπεοικότες, ὥστε πολὺ μεῖον γιγνώσκεται 
τὰ Ἀλεξάνδρου ἢ τὰ φαυλότατα τῶν πάλαι ἔργων· (3) ὁπότε καὶ ἡ τῶν μυρίων ξὺν Κύρῳ 
ἄνοδος ἐπὶ βασιλέα Ἀρτοξέρξην καὶ τὰ Κλεάρχου τε καὶ τῶν ἅμα αὐτῷ ἁλόντων παθήματα 
καὶ ἡ κατάβασις αὐτῶν ἐκείνων, ἣν Ξενοφῶν αὐτοὺς κατήγαγε, πολύ τι ἐπιφανέστερα ἐς 
ἀνθρώπους Ξενοφῶντος ἕνεκά ἐστιν ἢ Ἀλέξανδρός τε καὶ τὰ Ἀλεξάνδρου ἔργα. (4) καίτοι 
Ἀλέξανδρος οὔτε ξὺν ἄλλῳ ἐστράτευσεν, οὔτε φεύγων μέγαν βασιλέα τοὺς τῇ καθόδῳ 
τῇ ἐπὶ θάλασσαν ἐμποδὼν γιγνομένους ἐκράτησεν· ἀλλ’ οὐκ ἔστιν ὅστις ἄλλος εἷς ἀνὴρ 
τοσαῦτα ἢ τηλικαῦτα ἔργα κατὰ πλῆθος ἢ μέγεθος ἐν Ἕλλησιν ἢ βαρβάροις ἀπεδείξατο. 
ἔνθεν καὶ αὐτὸς ὁρμηθῆναί φημι ἐς τήνδε τὴν ξυγγραφήν, οὐκ ἀπαξιώσας ἐμαυτὸν φανερὰ 
καταστήσειν ἐς ἀνθρώπους τὰ Ἀλεξάνδρου ἔργα. (Arr. An. 1,12,1-4)

10 See e.g. …πολύ τοι ἐπιφανέστερα καὶ ἐπικυδέστερα εἰς ἀνθρώπους ἕνεκά γε Ἑλλήνων καὶ 
τῆς Ἑλλήνων ἱστορίας γενέσθαι… (Kritob. ep. 1) – …πολύ τι ἐπιφανέστερα ἐς ἀνθρώπους 
Ξενοφῶντος ἕνεκά ἐστιν… (Arr. An. 1,12,3)

11 See ReinSch (n. 2) 64-66.
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how he takes over certain figures from his foregoers and how he embeds 
them in his writing adjusted to his narrative or rather, his aims.  

The same consciousness can be detected in the verbal echoes of Homer 
that occurred in the letter. Greek historians often interweave their introduc-
tions with Homeric allusions to emphasize the magnitude of their theme. 
Herodotus, Arrian and even the skeptic Thucydides use this pattern, evoking 
the poet with a word, a term or a thought.12 In this respect too, Kritobulos 
follows the tradition, but he creates his own path. He characterizes the 
Sultan with the following words: “βασιλεύς τ’ ἀγαθὸς κρατερός τε μαχητής” 
(ep. 1). The wording evokes the Iliad; standing on the bastion of Troy, this is 
how Helen describes his ex-brother-in-low, Agamemnon to her new father-
in-law, Priam (3,179).13 The parallel drawn between the two conquerors was 
handed on a plate. Kritobulos effected only a minute alteration to the verse: 
he changed the word αἰχμητής, spearman to μαχητής, warrior. Presumably, he 
thought that the spear did not fit into the hands of the Sultan, who fought 
his wars with enormous war machines and Urbán’s cannons. The alteration 
sheds light on Kritobulos’ elaboration, but it does not alter the message of 
the allusion: the epic greatness of the Sultan’s deeds. 

It should be noted that although in the narrative Alexander the Great 
provides the pattern for the portrait of Mehmet,14 in the letter of dedica-
tion Kritobulos gives the features of an epic hero to his protagonist. The 
idea probably comes from the proem of the Anabasis, where Arrian draws 
a parallel between Alexander and Achilles.15

Comparing their role to Homer’s, Greek historians sometimes dressed up in 
epic clothes not only their protagonists but themselves too.16 Arrian, for ex-
ample, strikes a recognizably epic pose in his preface, when he suggests that 
his task is of a heroic scale equal to that of Homer (cf. An. 1,12,15).17 Kritobulos 
is more modest. He proves himself to be a humble servant (δοῦλος εὐτελής)18 

12 On Homeric allusions appearing in the introductions of historical works see woodman, A. J.: 
Rhetoric in Classical Historiography. London – New York 1988. 1-5; 9-10; 29-32. 

13 Cf. Müller (n. 2) ad loc.
14 See ReinSch (n. 2) 58-64.
15 An. 1,12,1-2; see also moleS, J. L.: The Interpretation of the Second Preface in Arrian’s Anabasis. 

JHS 105 (1985) 162-168. esp. 163.
16 See moleS, J. L.: Truth and Untruth in Herodotus and Thucydides. In: Gill, C. – wiSeman, T. P. 

(eds.): Lies and Fiction in the Ancient World. Exeter 1993. 88-121. esp. 93-94; 96-97; 103.
17 See also moleS (n. 15) 163; 165.
18 In S: δοῦλος τῶν δούλων τῶν σῶν
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and assures the Sultan, if his work failed to appeal to him, he would subside 
into silence reverencing him from a distance and leave historiography to 
others (ep. 17). However, writing about his efforts, he takes the mask of 
Homer for a moment, and introduces the details of his working methods 
with the epic term of πολλὰ μογήσας19. 

Greek historians often make statements about their efforts made in the 
research and composition of history. Thucydides, for example, emphasizes 
that it was a toilsome (ἐπιπόνως) task to discover the truth of conflict-
ing accounts (1,22,3). Later historians like Polybius, Diodorus or Josephus 
Flavius speak of practical and epistemological difficulties that they en-
countered in the compilation of history.20 Kritobulos does the same and 
after the Homeric reminiscence he recites the terms pertinent to this his-
toriographical topic like ἱστορῶν, πυνθανόμενος  τῶν εἰδότων, ἀκριβῶς 
ἐξετάζων and ξυντέταχα.21 The carefully selected words,22 which appear in 
quite similar contexts, for example, by Polybius (12,4d,2; 12,28a,7), Diodorus 
(1,69,7), Josephus Flavius (Ap. 1,53-54) or Arrian (An. 5,1,2) repeat the lapidary 
epistemological rule, according to which, if the historian is not present at 
the events, he must inquire (ἱστορεῖν) witnesses and scrutinize (ἀκριβῶς 
ἐξετάζειν) their accounts.23 

After this short methodological description, Kritobulos provides the de-
tailed contents of the Historiai. As Reinsch has already pointed out, the pat-
tern was Josephus’ Bellum Judaicum, the proemium of which also closes with 
a conspectus of content.24 Josephus’ influence, however, is conspicuous in 
other passages of the letter too. In one place Kritobulos claims that he was 
inspired to write this work by knowing that he will have many people to 
judge and bear witness to his history (ὃ δή με καὶ μᾶλλον ἐπῆρε πρὸς τοῦτο, 
πολλοὺς ἕξειν λογιζομένῳ καὶ κριτὰς καὶ μάρτυρας τῆς ἐμῆς ξυγγραφῆς).25 
We can find similar ideas in the proem of Bellum Judaicum. According to 

19 See e.g. Il. 2,690; 23,607; Od. 2,343; 3,232; 5,449; 6,175; 7,147; 15,489; 19,483; 21,207; 23,101; 
23,169; 23,338. Cf. ReinSch (n. 2) ad loc. In S: πολλὰ πονήσας

20 See with examples maRincola, J.: Authority and Tradition in Ancient Historiography. Cambridge 
1997. 148-158.

21 In S: ξυνέγραψα
22 On the appearences of these terms by ancient historians see avenaRiuS, G.: Lukians Schrift 

zur Geschichtsschreibung. Meisenheim am Glan 1956. 42; 71-72; 78.
23 See e.g. Luc. Hist. Conscr. 47; J. Ap. 1,53-54; see also avenaRiuS (n. 22) 78-79.
24 ReinSch (n. 2) 57-58.
25 ep. 3.
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Josephus, those works merit price and acknowledgement, which were writ-
ten by the ancient historians, who set themselves to write the history of 
their own time, and who knew perfectly that mendacity brought the author 
disgrace in the eyes of readers who knew the facts (BJ 1,5). Kritobulos was 
keen to follow the footsteps of these historians.

In the proem, the historian of Imbros speaks yet to a wider audience, but 
follows the same path, which was taken in the letter of dedication: he still 
amalgamates several historiographical topoi with great elaboration. The liter-
ary imitation pervades all levels of the text: it is present in the vocabulary, 
syntax, style, and also appears in the motifs, ideas and philosophy of history. 
Henceforth I would like to display this variety with some examples without 
the intention of being exhaustive.

In line with the growth of the audience, the presentation of the subject 
matter becomes more general. As it clearly turns out from the paraitesis 
(Hist. 1,3,1-8), Kritobulos now speaks to his fellow countrymen too, so the 
encomiastic tone observed in the letter is reduced (although it does not 
disappear)26 and the stress falls rather on the events themselves performed 
by many, not by one. This shift of emphasis can be seen in the wording of 
the first sentences: we can read terms such as οἱ ταῦτα πράξαντες, κίνησις 
μεγίστη, and μεταβολὴ πραγμάτων instead of words that appeared in the 
letter like πολλῶν καὶ  μεγάλων ἔργων αὐτουργὸν ὄντα σε, or τὰς σὰς πράξεις 
μεγίστας. 

This more universal aspect needed a larger frame than Arrian’s individual-
centered proem. So Kritobulos turned to the classical tradition, as several 
Byzantine historians had done before him, and in the first few lines of his 
proemium, he recalls Herodotus and Thucydides. As it has already been 
pointed out, he evokes the Herodotean tradition with the form of self-
introduction and terms like μεγάλα καὶ θαυμαστὰ as well as the syntax 
of the paratactic negative purpose clauses, while the verb ξυνέγραψε or 
the notion of the usefulness of history give yet proof of Thucydides’ influ-
ence.27 Nevertheless, it seems that the phrasing has Arrianean flavor too: the 
rare adjective ἀξιαφήγητα presumably comes from the Anabasis’ preface.28 

26 Cf. Hist. 1,2,3-4.
27 Cf. ReinSch (n. 2) 49; 54.
28 Cf. Arr. An. Praef. 1. This is a Herodotean expression (cf. 1,17,1; 1,177,1; 5,57,10), which was 

taken up by writers of the Empire (cf. J. AJ 15,412; D. C. 48,50,4). Although in the Anabasis we 
can read it in comparative form, I think that Kritobulos took the adjective from Arrian than 
Herodotus; its emphatic and proemial usage is closer to Arrian’s. 
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The first passages of the proemium confirm that Kritobulos could combine 
different historiographical influences even in one sentence, if they were 
relevant to his own claim.

In the proem, he returns to some themes already touched in the letter of 
dedication. He speaks once again about his working methods, but this time 
emphasizes the artistic toil of the composition of history rather than the 
efforts made in the research. He asserts that he will write the events one 
by one, exactly as they occurred, suiting the words to the deeds and never 
separating the deeds from the times when they took place, but preserving 
carefully the order of both persons and dates (Hist. 1,1,4). Some of the ele-
ments of this statement are rooted in the classical tradition of historiography 
and rhetoric. For example, the topos that the words must be made equal with 
the deeds (λόγους ξυναρμόζων τοῖς ἔργοις) goes back to Thucydides (Pericles’ 
funeral oration [2,35,2]) and Isocrates (Paneg. 13).29 This fundamentally rhe-
torical idea was widespread among the historians and the theoreticians of 
historiography: we can find its traces, for example, by Lucian (Hist. Conscr. 
45), Dionysius (Pomp. 3,20) or Arrian (An. 1,12,2).30 

Kritobulos’ next statement is also connected to the matter of composition. 
He informs his audience that he will not write about the events preceding 
his time and will not discuss the deeds of great Sultans and their people, 
who gradually overthrow the rule of the Romans, but in turn he will devote 
a separate historical work to them (Hist. 1,2,1). Josephus, who is mentioned 
by Kritobulos in the paraitesis as his role model historian,31 makes a very 
similar statement in the proem of Bellum Judaicum: he says that he will not 
narrate the ancient history of Jews but will describe only the incidents of his 
lifetime, contenting himself with a brief summary of the preceding events 
(B.J. 1,6). Kritobulos, as Josephus, established the limits of his narrative. 

Nevertheless, later on he too felt that a brief summary of previous events 
was needed. This thought might have arisen from a consideration of the 
tradition of Thucydidean contemporary history, which contains the descrip-
tion of the antecedents too.32 In the so-called Pentekontaeteia the Athenian 
historian gives a detailed description of the events that led to his main 

29 On this topos see vRetSka, K.: Sallustius. De Catalinae Coniuratione I. Heidelberg 1976. 90-91.
30 See avenaRiuS (n. 22) 63-67; on Arrian’s literary criticisms see BoSwoRth, A. B.: A Historical 

Commentary on Arrian’s History of Alexander I. Oxford 1980, 104.
31 Cf. Hist. 1,3,8.
32 See e.g. Plb. 1,3; J. B.J.  1,6.
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theme, the Peloponnesian War. Kritobulos, who adjusts the general struc-
ture of his work to Thucydides’ writing,33 follows this tradition, but not in a 
conventional way. He puts the antecedents in the mouth of the Sultan, who 
in his first long speech recites the deeds of his forefathers and gives a brief 
survey of the rise of the Ottoman Empire (Hist. 1,14,3-15).

My last example on Kribulos’ art of imitatio concerns the philosophy of 
history.34 Kritobulos, as many Byzantines, desperately searched an answer 
to the misfortune of Byzantium. In the paraitesis, which is actually the ap-
pendix of the proem, he refuses to make accusations against the whole 
race of Byzantines.35 Instead, he turned to the Hellenistic models and found 
his answer in tyche, a frighteningly impersonal concept without reason, 
purpose, and providence. However, as the ultimate ratio of history, he also 
borrows the idea of translatio imperii, which, balancing the unpredictable 
tyche, offers continuity (and hope for the Byzantine people, who were able 
to read between the lines and receive the message, that neither the rule of 
the Turks will last forever36). Reinsch has argued that Kritobulos’ mutuation 
of the idea of translatio imperii was due to the influence of Josephus, who 
speaks about the succession of power in his work.37 It could be. But, I think, 
there is still at least one author,38 who we have to take into consideration 
as a source of inspiration. Explaining the fall of the Persian Empire and the 
success of Alexander, Arrian uses the same cliché as Kritobulos. He says that 
it was destined that the Persians should forfeit the sovereignty of Asia to 
Macedonians, just as Medes had lost it to Persians and Assyrians had lost 

33 ReinSch (n. 2) 36-38.
34 On Kritobulos’ philosophy of history see: ivánka, E.: Der Fall Konstantinopels und das byzan-

tinische Geschichtsdenken. JÖB 3 (1954) 19-34. esp. 24-26; tuRneR, C. J. G.: Pages from Late 
Byzantine Philosophy of History. BZ 57 (1964) 346-373. esp. 361-365. 

35 Cf. Hist. 1,3,2-7.
36 Cf. emRich, G.: Michael Kritobulos, der byzantinische Geschichtsschreiber Mehmeds II. 

Materialia Turcica 1 (1975) 38.
37 ReinSch (n. 2) 57.
38 The idea of translatio imperii became a topos among historians from the Hellenisitc period 

onwards. See e.g. Plb. 1,2; D. H. 1,2,2-4; Laon. Chalc. 1,3,12-4, 4; see also alonzo-nuñez, J. M.: 
Die Abfolge der Weltreiche bei Polybios und Dionysios von Halikarnassos. Historia 32 (1983) 
411-426; ReinSch (n. 2) 57, note 37; ReinSch, d. R.: Il Conquistatore di Constantinopoli nel 1453: 
erede legittimo dell’ imperatore di Bisanzio o temporaneo usurpatore? Alle origini della 
questione: appartiene Turchia all’ Europa. Medievo greco. Rivista di storia e filologia byzantina 
3 (2003) 219.
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it to Medes.39 Kritobulos, as Arrian does, goes over step by step the most 
important stations of the succession of power.40

Whoever provided the inspiration or forms to him, Kritobulos always 
knew how the old conventions should be replanted in a new context, as 
the examples, I hope, have proved it. His proemium may not meet all of 
Lucian’s requirements, but, as Lieberich writes: “Man kann fast nicht umhin, 
die Literaturkenntnis des Griechen zu bewundern, der gerade das für seinen Zweck 
passendste Proömium ausfindig zu machen wusste”41. Kritobulos, indeed, was 
a master of the fine art of literary imitation, an art that was probably highly 
esteemed by educated Byzantines and that interweaves the narrative of the 
last Byzantine historian. The proofs for this latter assertion, however, belong 
to the διήγησις, and that, as Lucian puts it, is another topic.

39 ἐχρῆν γὰρ ἤδη καὶ Πέρσας πρὸς Μακεδόνων ἀφαιρεθῆναι τῆς Ἀσίας τὴν ἀρχήν, καθάπερ 
οὖν Μῆδοι μὲν πρὸς Περσῶν ἀφῃρέθησαν, πρὸς Μήδων δὲ ἔτι ἔμπροσθεν Ἀσσύριοι. (Arr. 
An. 2. 6. 7)

40 τίς γὰρ οὐκ οἶδεν, ὡς, ἐξότου γεγόνασιν ἄνθρωποι, τὰ τῆς βασιλείας καὶ τῆς ἀρχῆς οὐδ’ ὅλως 
ἔμεινεν ἐπὶ τῶν αὐτῶν οὐδ’ ἑνὶ γένει τε καὶ ἔθνει περιεκλείσθη, ἀλλ’ ὥσπερ πλανώμενά 
τε ἀεὶ καὶ ἐξ ἐθνῶν ἔθνη καὶ τόπους ἐκ τόπων ἀμείβοντα πανταχοῦ μεταβέβηκέ τε καὶ 
περιέστη, νῦν μὲν ἐς Ἀσσυρίους καὶ Μήδους καὶ Πέρσας, νῦν δὲ ἐς Ἕλληνας καὶ Ῥωμαίους 
κατὰ καιρούς τε καὶ περιόδους ἐνιαυτῶν ἐπιχωριάσαντά τε καὶ οὐδέποτε ἐπὶ τῶν αὐτῶν 
βεβηκότα; (Krit. Hist. 1,3,4)

41 lieBeRich (n. 5) 46.


