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Introduction: The Ottoman Conquest of the Balkans. 
Research Questions and Interpretations

O l i v e r  J e n s  S c h m i t t

The Ottoman conquest of the Balkans constitutes a major change in European 
history. Scholarship on the topic is extensive, yet the evidence produced by 
decades of research is very scattered and lacking comprehensive synthesis, not 
to mention consensual interpretation. Although major political and military 
milestones seem to have been investigated thoroughly, there is a notable ab-
sence of more theoretical and interpretative approaches that overarch the enti-
re phenomenon rather than merely individual aspects. Scholars have hitherto 
addressed the topic from various perspectives and employing a wide range of 
methods, but Byzantine studies, Ottoman studies, Eastern Mediterranean stu-
dies and national historiographies in the Balkan countries have yet to establish 
either a coherent collaboration or a consistent model of interpretation.1 Disse-
mination too has proved somewhat problematic; the vast number of detailed 
studies is often only known to a restricted circle of specialists, and even among 
these scholars, there are just a few who make use of the evidence available for 
the entire Balkan Peninsula. This also explains the lack of a general model or 
models of explanation for the fall of the Balkan-Orthodox Commonwealth. It 
is not uncommon for historians to offer a narrative of facts they simply take to 
be self-explanatory. While Ottoman studies focuses on the emergence of a new 
empire, Byzantine studies and Balkan national historiographies adopt different 
perspectives. Narratives are therefore often contradictory or fragmentary. At 
best they partially overlap, but they usually do not reflect competing perspecti-

 1 The only comprehensive monograph on the topic has remained almost unnoticed: Hristo 
Matanov and Rumjana Mihneva, Ot Galipoli do Lepanto. Balkanite, Evropa i osmanskoto 
našestvie 1354–1571 g. (Sofia: Nauka i iskustvo, 1988). Cf. my research essay Oliver Jens 
Schmitt, “Südosteuropa im Spätmittelalter: Akkulturierung-Integration-Inkorporation”, in: 
Akkulturation im Mittelalter, edited by Reinhard Härtel (Ostfildern: Thorbecke 2014), pp. 
81–136. Scholars also tend to disregard older comprehensive monographs which despite 
their inevitable shortcomings are instructive because of their interpretative schemes, e.g. 
Jovan Radonić, Zapadna Evropa i balkanski narodi prema Turcima u prvoj polovini XV veka 
(Novi Sad: Izdanje Matice Srpske, 1905).
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ves. Fragmentation runs along spatial, chronological and disciplinary lines; the 
extreme specialization of most scholars in the field and a bibliography in many 
languages also constitute considerable obstacles for what is needed: a perspec-
tive that encompasses the entire Balkan area in a long-term analysis stretching 
from the second half of the fourteenth century until the beginning of the six-
teenth, and use of all sources available in Greek, Latin, Slavonic, Ottoman and 
European vernacular languages such as Italian, German or French. This alone 
however would not substantially improve the state of the art in the field.
 A key to assessing the Ottoman conquest of Balkans as a long-term process 
of violence-induced change is comparison, i.e. an enlargement of the heuristic 
frame both in time and in space. Constant synchronic comparison with Ottoman 
expansion in Anatolia and the Arab world (cf. the contribution of Reinkowski 
in this volume), but also with other major processes of expansion and change 
in European and Mediterranean history, such as the Spanish Reconquista or the 
conquest of the khanates of Kazan and Astrakhan by the Grand Duchy of Mos-
cow (1552–1556), would open a Eurasian horizon. Important insights could be 
gained moreover by shaping a diachronic frame of comparison: the Ottoman 
conquest of the Balkans must also be analyzed in the light of historical transfor-
mation studies. The most sophisticated field is certainly Late Antique/Early Me-
dieval studies, which since the end of the eighteenth century have discussed ex-
planatory models for what Edward Gibbon famously called the “fall and decline 
of the Roman Empire”.2 Key models for interpreting historical change and a 
controversial discussion of violence-induced discontinuity of cultural, social and 
administrative patterns – or in a competing perspective their continuity in spite 
of political and demographic change – lie at the core of a debate that shares with 
the interpretation of the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans a high degree of ideo-
logization and politicization and the very fact that there is still no consensus in 
assessing the character of long-term historical change. While after 1945 scholars 
tended to emphasize transitional elements from the Late Antique Roman to the 
Early Modern medieval world in the vein of Romano-Germanic socio-cultural 

 2 A brillant discussion of these models is provided by Alexander Demandt, Der Fall Roms. Die 
Auflösung des römischen Reiches im Urteil der Nachwelt (Munich: C.H.Beck, second edition 
2014); Chris Wickham, The Inheritance of Rome. A History of Europe from 400 to 1000 (Lon-
don: Allen Lange, 2009); Peter Heather, Der Untergang des Römischen Weltreichs (Stuttgart: 
Klett-Cotta, 2007); Bryan Ward Perkins, The Fall of Rome and the End of Civilization (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Walter Pohl, Die Germanen (Munich: Oldenbourg, 
2004); Walter Pohl, Die Völkerwanderung (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2005); Post-Roman tran-
sitions. Christian and Barbarian Identities in the Early Medieval West, edited by Walter Pohl 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2012); Visions of Community in the post-Roman World. The West, Byzan-
tium and the Islamic World, 300–1100, edited by Walter Pohl, Clemens Gantner and Richard 
Payne (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012).

OIiver Jens Schmitt
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and political symbiosis, reflecting the project of European unification after the 
Second World war, advocates of rupture still put forward powerful arguments 
such as the clearly visible decline of material culture between the second and the 
seventh century AD.3 In the Balkans, negative judgments concerning Ottoman 
rule and especially its beginnings had to legitimize the emergence of the modern 
Christian national state on the territory of the Ottoman Empire in the long ni-
neteenth century. In this case, historians insisted on invasion by Asian barbarians, 
resistance, disruption, the de-Europeanization and orientalisation of Balkan soci-
ety and cultures, mass flight and deportation of the population and centuries of 
anti-Ottoman resistance. The competing narrative developed mainly by Turkish 
historians and extra-regional Ottomanists close to the formers´ interpretation 
underline accommodation (istimalet policy, a term coined by Halil İnalcık), in-
corporation, pax ottomanica, general improvement of the fiscal status and living 
standards of the peasant masses, and privileges for the Orthodox Church.4 This 
discourse however is marked by several nuances emphasizing the Seldjuk heritage 
in administration (negating continuity of Byzantine and Balkan Christian struc-
tures; Fuad Köprülü5) or disagreeing over the impact of Jihad and Gaza as the 
driving force of the Conquest movement (see below, p. 14–16).
 There is an obvious need for a more coherent approach that includes discus-
sions from several fields of research: medieval Balkan history, Byzantine studies, 
Eastern Mediterranean studies and Ottoman studies. The striking discrepan-
cy between often meticulously detailed research and an impressive progress of 
knowledge, due not least to recent local and regional studies by Ottomanist 
scholars and the lack of more general explanatory models stood at the begin-
ning of a discussion process which eventually led to the preparation of this 
volume. A decisive point in this process were the discussions with colleagues 
at the University of Sofia, notably Grigor Boykov and Mariya Kiprovska, in 
October 2012. Contributors were invited thus to engage in a cross-reading of 
disciplinary perspectives of Medieval Balkan studies, Ottoman studies and Late 
Medieval Mediterranean studies representing both regional and extra-regional 
historiographies.

 3 Cf. the huge research project sponsored by the European Science Foundation (http://www.
esf.org/coordinating-research/research-networking-programmes/humanities-hum/complet-
ed-rnp-programmes-in-humanities/the-transformation-of-the-roman-world.html, accessed 
on 6 May 2015); for a critical perspective, Ward Perkins, The Fall of Rome. 

 4 A representative example is the influential monograph by Halil İnalcık, The Ottoman Empire. 
The Classical Age 1300–1600 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson 1973), pp. 6–8, 11–16; cf. 
also Halil İnalcık, “Ottoman Methods of Conquest”, in: idem, The Ottoman Empire : Conquest, 
Organization and Economy. Collected Studies (London: Variorum, 1978) part 1, pp. 122–129.

 5 M. Fuad Köprülü, The Origins of the Ottoman Empire, translated and edited by Gary Leiser 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992).

Introduction: The Ottoman Conquest of the Balkans.
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 It was however quite evident right from the outset that a single volume 
would not offer an exhaustive panorama of the period in question and that even 
a new methodological approach could not be implemented in one single step. 
This volume therefore rather aims at opening and structuring a new heuristic 
approach and at coordinating a field of studies that is of crucial importance for 
understanding change in European history.
 The aims of the introductory remarks that follow are twofold: they try to 
clarify some essential terms, and in a second step, they provide explanation of 
the historiographical context of this volume. 
 The time frame is probably most easily explained: the focus lies on the 
roughly two centuries between the conquest of Thrace (starting in 1352) and 
the stabilization of direct Ottoman rule in the area south of the Danube and 
the Sava River. Ottoman expansion continued at the periphery of this space, 
mainly in East Central Europe, directed against Hungary, the Habsburg Realm 
and the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, and one might argue that the Ot-
toman Conquest was eventually only stopped by Süleyman’s débâcle at Güns 
(Kőszeg) in 1532, which did not of course prevent the Sultan from expanding 
in areas where the Habsburgs could not offer military shelter, such as Moldavia 
(1538).6 Likewise there is consensus that the consolidation of Ottoman rule 
was a process with huge time lags between Thrace and Bulgaria, conquered 
between 1352 and 1396, and the Western and Northern border zone of the 
Ottoman Empire, subdued between 1463 and 14937, not to speak of the Otto-
man vassal principalities north of the Lower Danube.

The definition of space is more complex. The title of this volume contains 
the term ‘Balkans’, the manifold meanings of which have been the object of an 
intensive and sometimes redundant research debate for several decades.8 This 
debate has produced as its smallest common denominator the importance of 
the Byzantine and Ottoman heritage as defining patterns: the area that can be 
circumscribed by these elements stands at the core of the volume. It coincides 
with the “Byzantine Commonwealth” outlined by Dimitri Obolensky,9 but it 

 6 Leopold Kupelwieser, Die Kämpfe Oesterreichs mit den Osmanen vom Jahre 1526–1537 (Vi-
enna: Braumüller, 1899); cf. the recent publication by István Buriska, A Contribution to the 
History of the Turkish Campaign of 1532 (Szombathely/Kőszeg 2007), which unfortunately 
was not available to me.

 7 Cf. the collection of sources about the battle of Krbava by Ferdo Šišić, “Rukovet spomenika 
o hercegu Ivanišu Korvinu i o borbama Hrvata s Turcima (1473–1496)”, Starine 37 (1934): 
pp. 189–344 and 38 (1937): pp. 1–180.

 8 For a summary of this debate, cf. Konrad Clewing/ Oliver Schmitt (ed.), Geschichte Südoste-
uropas (Regensburg: Pustet, 2011), pp. 7–15.

 9 Dimitri Obolensky, The Byzantine Commonwealth (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 
1971).

OIiver Jens Schmitt
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includes with Bosnia a historical region that had remained at the margins or 
even outside the Byzantine Commonwealth. It is integrated into our concept 
because Ottoman expansion firmly anchored Bosnia in a socio-cultural and po-
litical context whose centre lay in the Southeast. Massive migrations of štoka-
vian-speaking Muslims (mainly from Bosnia) and Orthodoxs temporarily also 
altered social patterns in sixteenth and seventeenth-century Central Hungary.10 
The Balkans serves in this context as a spatial heuristic tool with flexible border 
zones. The volume does not however include purely maritime regions such as 
the Aegean archipelago or the Dodecanese.11

 While time and space might be thus explained without major theoretical 
difficulties, the terminology and concepts for analysing events and long-term pro-
cesses prove much more controversial, both inside and outside the scholarly 
debate. 

Conquest, transition, integration or, as recently proposed by Machiel Kiel,12 
incorporation, convey different and not seldom contradictory meanings, although 
they are meant to describe the same historical process of change. Like other major 
moments of change in history, the establishment of Ottoman rule in the Balkans 
defies any terminological simplification. Our discussion can learn much from 
comparable discussions mentioned above: did the Western Roman Empire slowly 
fade away in a long transition process or was it murdered, as the French historian 
André Piganiol put it?13 Were the Germanic communities “barbarian invaders” or 
an integral part of a new Romano-Germanic political and socio-cultural symbio-
sis that stands at the roots of medieval or even modern Europe?
 The choices of research topics, theories and terminology do not occur in a 
purely neutral scholarly context. This does not mean that they are not legiti-
mate. The point is that they should be explained. For the sake of clarity, the ed-

 10 Dragana Amedoski, “Demografske promene u nahiji Bovan kao primer depopulacije Ru-
melije u 16 veku”, Istorijski časopis 59 (2010): pp. 225–242, offers important evidence for 
the dynamics of this migration movement.

 11 Cf. Nicolas Vatin, L´Ordre de Saint-Jean-de-Jérusalem, l´Empire ottoman et la Méditerranée ori-
entale entre les deux sièges de Rhodes (1480–1522) (Paris: Peters 1994); Nicolas Vatin, Sultan 
Djem (Ankara: Imprimerie de la Société turque d´histoire, 1997); Zacharias Tsirpanles, Anek-
dota engrapha gia te Rhodo kai tis noties Sporades apo to archeio ton Ioanniton hippoton (Rhodes: 
Yppo-Tapa 1995); Anthony Luttrell and Elisabeth Zachariadou, Sources for Turkish History in 
the Hospitallers’ Rhodian Archive, 1389–1422 (Athens: National Hellenic Research Foundation, 
2008); Guillaume Saint-Guillain, L’Archipel des seigneurs. Pouvoirs, société et insularité dans les 
Cyclades à l´époque de la domination latine (XIIIe-Xve siècle). PhD thesis (Paris 2003).

 12 Machiel Kiel, “The Incorporation of the Balkans into the Ottoman Empire, 1353–1453”, 
in: The Cambridge History of Turkey, vol. 1: Byzantium to Turkey, edited by Kate Fleet (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), pp. 138–191.

 13 André Piganiol, L’empire chrétien (325–395) (Paris : Presses universitaires de France, 21972), 
p. 466.

Introduction: The Ottoman Conquest of the Balkans
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itor wishes to define his own standpoint, which is not necessarily shared by the 
contributors to this volume: he approaches the topic as a trained Byzantinist 
who sees himself as a Balkan medievalist with a great interest in Ottoman stud-
ies, whose results he tries to follow as a non-specialist. He is also interested in 
the use and abuse of medieval history by modern European societies and élites, 
especially in Southeastern Europe (which does not imply that this phenome-
non does not occur elsewhere as well). His academic training, linguistic com-
petencies, the archives accessible to him, explain why he privileges at the outset 
a Southeastern European perspective complemented by a Byzantine view. 

As a term, conquest contains the dimensions of warfare and violence, but it 
also points to political and socio-cultural consequences of military events – it 
does not refer to a single event, but to a long-term violence-induced process. To 
Ottomanists, it is certainly more direct and more emotional than e.g. integra-
tion, not to mention transition or incorporation, which only at first glance ap-
pear less emotional – in fact, they convey a strong ideological strand and might 
cause uneasiness in other, i.e. non-Ottomanist, circles, since they deliberately 
downplay the violent aspect of change and focus very much on the outcome of 
a process which is interpreted in essence as positive. From the wide range of ter-
minological possibilities for describing what happened in the Balkans between 
ca. 1350 and ca. 1500, conquest certainly fits better than invasion (which does 
not fully take into account the massive participation of local actors in the con-
quest and which is not a appropriate term for describing a period of ca. 150 
years) or subjugation (the famous “Ottoman yoke”), which for a long time 
served as key concepts of national historiographies in Southeastern Europe. 
 Conquest is understood as a multi-layered concept encompassing military 
history and its wider consequences. Its choice expresses the conviction that 
military history and the socio-cultural and political disruption caused by 
Ottoman warfare should return to the research agenda. In the context of 
fourteenth and fifteenth-century Ottoman history, military history or, more 
precisely, warfare, violence and its consequences has been rather neglected for 
many years, having earlier been the object of nationalist discourses for quite 
a long time in Balkan historiographies. When dealing with military history, 
Ottomanists are more interested in army organization, logistics and military 
technology than in the disrupting effects that military machinery provoked.14 
Analysing the Ottoman conquest however cannot begin after warfare had 

 14 For recent scholarship in the field, cf. Pál Fodor, “Ottoman warfare, 1300–1453”, in: Cam-
bridge History of Turkey vol.1, pp. 192–226, Gábor Ágoston, “War-Winning weapons? On 
The Decisiveness of Ottoman Firearms from the Siege of Constantinople (1453) to the Bat-
tle of Mohács (1526)”, Journal of Turkish Studies 39 (2013): pp. 129–143; for the post-con-
quest period, Rhoads Murphey, Ottoman Warfare 1500–1700 (London: UCL Press, 1999).

OIiver Jens Schmitt
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ended – warfare and its consequences are an essential part of the major social 
and cultural changes in the Balkans in the late Middle Ages.15 To give just one 
example: the first larger number of Bosnians in Ottoman Anatolia were not 
refugees after 1878, but probably those Bosnian slaves who were sold at the 
slave market in Bursa after devastating Ottoman raids in Bosnia.16 
 These reflections have made clear one important element of this volume: 
Since the topic is so politically and emotionally loaded in many societies, his-
torians cannot avoid keeping in mind this socio-political meta-level of their 
research. This does not mean that they should refrain from working on medie-
val history and restrict their interest to the analysis of scholarly discourses. This 
meta-level has however an enormous impact on the main goal of this volume, 
i.e. assessing approaches to and explanatory models for the Ottoman conquest, 
and therefore cannot be neglected or bypassed. Interpretative models do not 
emerge ex nihilo, but are based on previous research debates. 

In order to structure the overview, it might be useful to ask which discussions 
have marked the developments in the field so far. It is certainly no exaggeration 
to state that Ottoman studies has a far more developed tradition of theoretical 
debate on this period than Byzantine and Balkan Medieval studies.17 The latter 
in fact still focuses on mostly narrative approaches and small-detail research, and 
the question as to why these states fell is rarely asked – it seems that the scholarly 
mainstream took the fall of the Eastern Empire much more for granted than the 
fall of the Western Empire 1000 years earlier. In this perspective, Byzantium was 
doomed, and with it its Commonwealth in the Balkans. 

 15 Franz Babinger, “Der Quellenwert der Berichte über den Entsatz von Belgrad am 21./22. 
Juli 1456” in: Franz Babinger, Aufsätze und Abhandlungen Südosteuropas und der Levante, 
vol. 2 (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1962), pp. 263–310; Pad srpske despotovine 1459 g., edited by 
Momčilo Spremić (Belgrade: Srpska akademija nauka i umetnosti, 2011); Stjepan Tomašević 
(1461.–1463.). Slom srednjovjekovnog Bosanskog Kraljestva, edited by Ante Birin (Zagreb–Sa-
rajevo: Hrvatski institut za povijest – Katolički bogoslovni fakultet u Sarajevu, 2013); La con-
quista turca di Otranto (1480) tra storia e mito 2 vols., edited by Hubert Houben (Galatina: 
Congedo, 2007–2008); Marija Barǎmova, Evropa, Dunav i osmancite (1396–1541) (Sofia: 
Sv. Kliment Ohridski, 2014).

 16 Anto Babić, Društvo srednjovjekovne bosanske države. Prilozi za istoriju Bosne i Hercegovine. 
I. Društvo i privreda srednjovjekovne bosanke države (Sarajevo: Akademija nauka i umjetnosti 
Bosne i Hercegovine, 1987), pp. 21–83 (pp. 69–78); Konstantinos Moustakas, “Slave La-
bour in the Early Ottoman Rural Economy: Regional Variations in the Balkans during the 
15th Century”, in: Frontiers of Ottoman Imagination. Studies in Honour of Rhoads Murphey, 
edited by Marios Hadjianastasis (Brill: Leiden, 2015), pp. 29–43, p. 41 for the enslavement 
and deportation of Moreots between 1432 and 1454.

 17 Cf. Leslie Pierce, “Changing Perceptions of the Ottoman Empire: The Early Centuries”, 
Mediterranean Historical Review, 19/1 (2004): pp. 6–28.

Introduction: The Ottoman Conquest of the Balkans
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 Ottoman studies perceive the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries as the pe-
riod of the foundation and emergence of the Ottoman Empire. Territorial 
expansion is a crucial element of this process, but as such it too is rather taken 
for granted. Detailed descriptions of political and military events are much less 
the focus of research than structural history. Classical debates in the field con-
centrate a) on religion as a driving force of the conquest (the debate on Gaza 
and on conversion to Islam); b) the theory of accommodation (istimalet) as 
major tool for integrating the Orthodox (but not the Catholic) societies of the 
Balkans and the related debate on continuity or discontinuity of administra-
tive structures; c) on demographic consequences of the conquest (catastrophe 
theory vs. demographic expansion; the question of Turkish and Yürük immi-
gration).
a) Powerful theories and the scarcity of contemporary sources offer a fascinat-

ing contrast in the debate about the meaning of “gazi” and the importance 
of the religious dimension in the process of conquest, certainly the most 
important debate in Early Ottoman studies in the last ca. 90 years (cf. the 
contributions by Kiprovska and Krstić in this volume).18 Like most classical 
debates in historiography, it reflects very much the weltanschauung of the 

 18 Paul Wittek, The Rise of the Ottoman Empire (London: B. Franklin, 1938); Irène Bel diceanu-
Steinherr, Recherches sur les actes des règnes des sultans Osman, Orkhan et Murad I. (Munich: 
Societas academica dacoromana, 1967); Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr, “Les débuts: Osmân et 
Orkhân”, in: Histoire de l’Empire ottoman, edited by Robert Mantran (Paris : Fayard, 1989), 
pp. 15–35; Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr, “L’installation des Ottomans”, in: La Bithynie au 
Moyen Âge, edited by Bernard Geyer and Jacques Lefort (Paris  : Lethellieux, 2003), pp. 
351–374; Nicoară Beldiceanu, “L’organisation de l’Empire ottoman (XIVe-XVe siècles), in: 
Mantran, pp. 117–138; Halil İnalcik, An Economic and Social History of the Ottoman Empire 
1300–1600 (Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 1994); Colin Imber, The Ottoman 
Empire 1300–1481 (Istanbul: Isis, 1990); Colin Imber, The Ottoman Empire 1300–1650 
(Basingstoke:Palgrave, 22009); Kemal Kafadar, Between two Worlds. The Construction of the 
Ottoman State (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995); Rudi Paul Lindner, Explo-
rations in Ottoman Prehistory (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2007); Rudi Paul 
Lindner, Nomads and Ottomans in Medieval Anatolia (Bloomington: Research Institute 
for Inner Asian Studies 1983); Ernst Werner, Die Geburt einer Großmacht. Die Osmanen 
1300–1481 (Vienna: Böhlau 41985) offers a Marxist perspective, but provides nevertheless 
thought-inspiring insights; Heath W. Lowry, The Shaping of the Ottoman Balkans 1350–
1500. The Conquest, Settlement & Infrastructural Development of Northern Greece (Istanbul: 
Bahçeşehir University 2008); Heath W. Lowry, The Nature of the Early Ottoman State (Al-
bany: State University of New York Press, 2003); Machiel Kiel, “The Incorporation of the 
Balkans”; Linda Darling, “The Development of Ottoman Government Institutions in the 
Fourteenth Century: a Reconstruction”, in: Living in the Ottoman Ecumenical Community, 
edited by Vera Costantini and Markus Koller (Leiden-Boston: Brill 2008), pp. 17–34; Linda 
Darling, “Reformulating the Gazi narrative: When Was the Ottoman State a Gazi State?”, 
Turcica 43 (2011): pp. 13–53.
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scholars involved, from the influence of Stefan George´s “Kreis”19 to Turkish 
nationalism of the pure Kemalist style, the political rehabilitation of Otto-
man studies, Edward Saids Orientalism, post-modernism and recently the 
instrumentalization of the Ottoman past for Neo-Ottoman foreign policy.20 
Was the Jihad, the Islamic Holy War and the gazis as God’s warriors at the 
core of the conquest (Paul Wittek’s famous thesis21) – or is it more accurate 
to speak of plundering communities of Muslims and Christians under the 
leadership of the House of Osman and of regional uc bey dynasties well into 
the fifteenth century (Heath Lowry)?22 
Research has demonstrated how difficult it is to use Ottoman chronicles, 
mostly dating from the end of the fifteenth century, to reconstruct the ideas 
of Ottoman warriors in the fourteenth century. Scholars such as Colin Im-
ber radically dismiss the chronicles for scholarly purposes.23 Linda Darling 
has recently proposed a differentiated model: while in the first half of the 
fourteenth century “Ottoman culture was formed from an amalgamation 
between Turkish/Seldjukid/Islamic and Byzantine/Christian influences”, in 
the second half of the century “the eclecticism […] seems to have given way 
[…] to a growth of popular Islam that may have been particularly powerful 
among the military forces in Europe […] If we are not simply to discard the 
concept of the Ottoman warriors as gazis, then perhaps it was in the second 
half of the century – not in the days of Osman – that that label became truly 
appropriate”24. After almost nine decades of debate, Ottoman studies still 
have not reached consensus on this crucial question. 
There is no counterpart to this important debate in Balkan history, e.g. 
the impact of hesychasm on Orthodox political elites in the frame of the 
Ottoman conquest (this does not imply that the subject is not studied in de-

 19 Colin Heywood, “Boundless Dreams of the Levant”: Paul Wittek, the George-‘Kreis’, and 
the Writing of Ottoman History, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ire-
land (1989), pp. 32–50

 20 Partially analyzed in Peirce, “Perceptions of the Ottoman Empire”, pp. 17–21, especially 
p. 19: “To a greater or lesser extent, almost all historians of the Early Ottoman period have 
been influenced by the Turkish nationalist historiographic project that began in earnest in 
the 1930s”.

 21 Paul Wittek, The Rise of the Ottoman Empire (London: B. Franklin, 1938). 
 22 Heath W. Lowry, The Nature of the Early Ottoman State (Albany: State University of New 

York Press, 2003); Heath W. Lowry, The Shaping of the Ottoman Balkans; Heath W. Lowry 
and İsmail E. Erünsal, Notes & documents on the Evrenos Dynasty of Yenice-i Vardar (Giannit-
sa) (Istanbul: Bahçeşehir University Press, 2009) especially pp. 5–40.

 23 Colin Imber, “The Ottoman Dynastic Myth”, Turcica 19 (1987): pp. 7–27; Colin Imber, 
“The Legend of Osman Gazi”, in: The Ottoman Emirate (1300–1389), edited by Elizabeth 
A. Zachariadou (Rethymnon: Crete University Press, 1997), pp. 67–76.

 24 Darling, “Development of Ottoman governmental institutions”, pp. 32–33.
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tail, but it is rarely linked with the question of Ottoman conquest).25 There 
was almost no Orthodox counterpart to the Catholic Crusades, although 
there are hints that the Serbian rulers of Southern Macedonia, Uglješa and 
Vukašin, who visited Mount Athos before attacking Turkish forces at the 
Marica (1371), may have been inspired by the idea of religious warfare.26 
Byzantine intellectual and theological reactions to the Ottoman advance 
(most prominently those of Gregorios Palamas and Emperor Manuel II 
Palaiologos) that clearly reflect the religious dimension of the conquest have 
however been thoroughly researched by Byzantinists, while Steven Reinert 
offers an insightful interpretation of Manuel’s treatise from an Ottomanist 
perspective. It is evident that for contemporary Byzantine intellectuals, who 
looked back on centuries of confrontation and cohabitation with Islamicate 
states, religion mattered, and they possessed the theological instruments to 
address the religious dimension of Ottoman expansion.27 A Byzantine per-
spective that is contemporary to Early Ottoman history would certainly 
allow the Ottomanists to elaborate a nuanced view on the impact of reli-
gion in the early stages of the conquest process, long before Ottoman court 
chroniclers embarked on distorting the past in order to shape a unified nar-
rative ad maiorem Ottomanorum gloriam.

b) Istimalet: Rapid conquest and the necessity of integrating subdued societ-
ies had not been a new experience in the Muslim world. The Ottomans 
could rely on Near Eastern state models when dealing with areas without 
any notable Muslim population. For more than a century scholars have 
debated the impact of the Balkano-Byzantine administrative heritage on 
the Ottoman state system. While regional scholars such as Nicolae Iorga 

 25 Eva Vries van der Felden, L’ élite byzantine devant l’avance turque à l’époque de la guerre civile 
de 1341 à 1354 (Amsterdam: Gieben 1989).

 26 Christo Matanov, “A Contribution to the Political History of South-Eastern Macedonia af-
ter the Battle of Cernomen”, Études balkaniques 22 (1986): pp. 32–43; Rade Mihaljčić, “Les 
batailles de la Maritza et de Kosovo. Les dernières décennies de la rivalité serbobyzantine”, 
in: Byzantium and Serbia in the 14th Century (Athens: National Hellenic Research Foun-
dation, 1995), pp. 97–109; Aleksandar Šopov, ‘Falling like an autumn leaf ’: The Historical 
Visions of the Battle of the Maritsa/Meriç River and the Quest for a Place called Sirp Sindiği 
(unpublished MA Thesis Sabancı University 2007) and the contribution by Toni Filiposki 
to this volume.

 27 Peter Schreiner, “Byzanz in der geistigen Auseinandersetzung mit den Osmanen”, in: Os-
manen und Islam in Südosteuropa, edited by Reinhard Lauer and Hans Georg Majer (Göt-
tingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 2013), pp. 103–116; Stephen W. Reinert, “Manuel II 
Palaeologos and his Müderris”, in: Stephen W. Reinert, Late Byzantine and Early Ottoman 
Studies (Ashgate: Variorum, 2014) part IX, pp. 39–51; George G. Arnakis, “The Captivity 
of Gregory Palamas by the Turks and Related Documents as Historical Sources”, Speculum 
26 (1951): pp. 104–118.
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insisted on an Orthodox-Ottoman symbiosis in which the Byzantine im-
perial tradition prevailed (“Byzance après Byzance”), Kemalist scholars such 
as Fuad Köprülü rejected any major Byzantine influence on Ottoman state 
building.28 In recent decades, scholars have greatly refined the analysis, and 
the “symbiosis” theory has gained much ground.29 “The fact that the Otto-
man presence was little more than a thin coating superimposed over existing 
practices accounts for the relative ease with which their rule was accepted 
by peoples who shared littler in common with their new rulers”, concludes 
Heath Lowry in his study of the Aegean island of Lemnos in the fifteenth 
century.30

c) There is consensus that the Ottoman conquest provoked considerable demo-
graphic change in the Balkans. Scholars hardly agree however in the way they 
emphasize particular elements of this complex process, their overall interpreta-
tions insisting either on the destruction of a demographic web or the repopu-
lation of an area that, due to plague and warfare in the fourteenth century, was 
almost unhabited (cf. the contributions by Boykov and Krstić in this volume). 
Traditional Balkan historiography (e.g. in Bulgaria, Greece and Serbia) under-
lined demographic disruption, mass flight to mountain areas which became nu-
clei of resistance, deportation and general depopulation as a direct consequence 
of Ottoman warfare. The influx of Turkish settlers especially in the Eastern and 
Southern Balkans was interpreted as deliberate colonization. In this aspect, 
this interpretation meets a Turkish nationalist reading of demographic change: 
state controlled immigration of Turkophone Muslim settlers and seminomads 
(Yürüks). Ottomanists such as Machiel Kiel demonstrated for many regions 

 28 This implies strong continuity and even symbiosis between Byzantium, the Orthodox Cul-
tures of the Balkans and the Ottomans. In this symbiosis, Byzantium is the prevailing factor. 
Köprülü, The Origins of the Ottoman Empire, p. 23.

 29 Heath Lowry, Fifteenth Century Ottoman Realities. Christian Peasant Life on the Aegean Island 
of Limnos (Istanbul: Eren, 2002), pp. 1–2.

 30 Lowry, Fifteenth Century Ottoman Realities 176; there is a great wealth of scholarship on 
Early Ottoman administration; besides the publication of Lowry, for a summary of older 
research cf. Bistra A. Cvetkova, Les institutions ottomanes en Europe (Wiesbaden: Harrasso-
witz, 1978); Rosica Gradeva, “Administrativna sistema i provincialno upravlenie v bălgar-
skite zemi prez XV vek”, in: Bălgarija prez XV vek (Sofia 1993); Olga Zirojević, Tursko vojno 
uređenje u Srbiji, 1459–1804 (Belgrad: Istorijski institut, 1974). The most recent debate is 
presented in Raúl Estanguï Gómez, Byzance face aux Ottomans. Exercice du pouvoir et contrôle 
du territoire sous les derniers Paléologues (milieu XIVe – milieu du XVe siècle) (Paris : Publica-
tions de la Sorbonne, 2014), pp. 456–463, in which the author challenges in cooperation 
with Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr the traditional interpretation that the Ottoman fiscal sys-
tem did not borrow elements from Byzantine models; Thierry Ganchou, “Le prôtôgéros de 
Constantinople Laskaris Kanabès (1454). À propos d´une institution ottomane méconnue”, 
Revue des études byzantines 71 (2013): pp. 209–258.
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(Thessaly, Lokris, Bulgaria) that the traditional catastrophe theory cannot be 
upheld in its entirety, and that important parts of the Balkans had been affected 
by the general demographic crisis in Europe in the fourteenth century.31 Recent 
research contradicts the idea of premeditated Turkish colonization and discusses 
the spontaneous influx of Muslims Turks from Anatolia (cf. the contribution 
by Krstić in this volume).32 There is, moreover, extensive scholarship on the 
emergence of a new urbanistic landscape in Ottoman style.33 As Grigor Boykov 

 31 E.g. Machiel Kiel, “Yenice Vardar (Vardar Yenicesi-Giannitsa). A forgotten Turkish cultur-
al centre in Macedonia of the 15th and 16th century”, in: Studia byzantina et neohellenica 
neerlandica (Leiden: Brill, 1972), pp. 300–329; Machiel Kiel, Art and Society of Bulgaria 
in the Turkish Period (Assen – Maastricht: Van Gorcum, 1985); Machiel Kiel, Ottoman 
Architecture in Albania 1385–1912 (Istanbul: Research Centre for Islamic History, Art 
and Culture, 1990); Machiel Kiel and Friedrich Sauerwein, Ost-Lokris in türkischer und 
neugriechischer Zeit (1460–1981) (Passau: Passavia, 1994); Machiel Kiel, “Das türkische 
Thessalien. Etabliertes Geschichtsbild versus osmanische Quellen”, in: Die Kultur Griechen-
lands in Mittelalter und Neuzeit, edited by Reinhold Lauer und Peter Schreiner (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1996), pp. 109–196; Machiel Kiel, Turco-Bulgarica. Studies 
on the history, settlement and historical demography of Ottoman Bulgaria (Istanbul: Isis 2013); 
Konstantinos Mustakas, “E demographike krise tu ysteru mesaiona ston elleniko choro. 
E periptose tes notio-anatolikes Makedonias (14os – 15os ai.)”, Mnemon 25 (2003): pp. 
9–33.

 32 E.g. Evgenij Radušev, Pomacite. 2 vols. (Sofia: Narodna biblioteka na Bǎlgarija, 2008); Alek-
sej Kaljonski, Jurucite (Sofia: Prosveta, 2007); Etnogeneza na Jurucite i nivnoto naseluvanje na 
Balkanot, edited by Krum Tomovski (Skopje: Makedonska Akademija na Naukite i Umet-
nostite, 1986); Nikolay Antov, “The Ottoman State and Semi-Nomadic Groups along the 
Ottoman Danubian Serhad (Frontier Zone) in the Late 15th and the First Half of the 16th 
Centuries: Challenges and Politics”, Hungarian Studies 27/2 (2013): pp. 219–235; Machiel 
Kiel, “Krieg und Frieden an der Unteren Donau. Siedlungsgeschichtliche und demogra-
phische Bemerkungen über die Kaza Ziştova – Svištov 1460–1878 anhand osmanischer ad-
ministrativer Quellen”, in: Osmanen und Islam in Südosteuropa, edited by Reinhard Lauer 
and Hans-Georg Majer (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 2014), pp. 285–301.

 33 Cf. the studies by Kiel (fn. 31); Machiel Kiel, Un héritage non désiré: le patrimoine archi-
tectural islamique ottoman dans l’Europe du Sud-Est, 1370–1912 (Paris: Études balkaniques 
– Cahiers Pierre Belon, 2005) and recent publications by our contributor Grigor Boykov, 
Tatar Pazardžik ot osnovavaneto na grada do kraja na XVII vek (Sofia: Amicitia, 2008); Grig-
or Boykov, “Karlızâde Ali Bey: An Ottoman Dignitary’s Pious Endowment and the Emer-
gence of the Town of Karlova in Central Bulgaria”, Journal of Turkish Studies 39 (2013): 
pp. 247–267; Grigor Boykov; “Architecture as a Symbol of Power: Some thoughts on the 
Ottoman Architectural Heritage of Plovdiv (Filibe)”, in: Power and Influence in Southeast-
ern Europe, 16th–19th Centuries., edited by Maria Baramova et al. (Berlin: LIT, 2013), pp. 
67–85; Stenimachos – Stanimaka – Asenovgrad, edited by Grigor Bojkov and Damjan Bor-
isov (Asenovgrad: Dikov, 2014); Franz Babinger, “Die Gründung von Elbasan”, in: Franz 
Babinger., Aufsätze und Abhandlungen zur Geschichte Südosteuropas und der Levante, vol. 3 
(Munich: Oldenbourg, 1962), pp. 201–210; Aldo Gallotta, “Ilyas beg, i mütevelli e le origini 
di Corizza (Korçë/Görice)”, in: The Via Egnatia under Ottoman Rule, edited by Elizabeth 
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demonstrates in his chapter of this volume, demographic consequences that 
were interpreted as negative by the elites of modern national states were and 
sometimes still are highly politicized. Scholars, especially in Ottoman studies, 
are therefore rather reluctant to assess the mass flight, deportation and enslave-
ment of the Christian population.34 Justified criticism of nationalist narratives 
has thus led directly to the other extreme: ignoring or underplaying demograph-
ic disruption caused by Ottoman warfare. Not all scarcely inhabited areas were 
depopulated by plague and warfare between Christian rulers however. The clas-
sical Ottoman strategy of constant raids on target areas had devastating conse-
quences from Bithynia to Thrace, Macedonia, Albania, Serbia and Bosnia. As 
Grigor Boykov demonstrates in his contribution to this volume, it is almost 
impossible to quantify these changes. What we need at the present stage of 
research is a sober overview of all conquered areas. 

The foundation of new towns such as Sarajevo and the demographic upheaval 
in Bosnia and Hercegovina are part of the same history, but usually they are not 
told together.35 The same is true for the spectacular foundation of Elbasan or the 
history of Muslim Shkodra and the utter destruction of Scanderbeg’s rebellious 
nearby heartland of Dibra and Mati, where almost 75% of the population did 
not survive the Ottoman onslaught – or the fact that the defenders of Shkodra 
preferred to emigrate to Venice and to continue their struggle against the Otto-
mans in the Venetian fleet or as settlers in Friuli rather than to submit to Otto-

Zachariadou (Rethymno: Crete University Press, 1996), pp. 113–122; Bistra A. Cvetkova, 
Vie économique de villes et ports balkaniques aux XVe et XVIe siècles (Paris : Geuthner, 1970); 
Ferit Duka, Berati në kohën osmane (Tirana : Toena, 2001); Ferit Duka, Shekujt osmane në 
hapësirën shqiptare (Tirana: UET Press, 2007).

 34 Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr and Nicoarǎ Beldiceanu, “Colonisation et déportation dans 
l’État ottoman (XIVe – début XVIe siècle)”, in: Coloniser au moyen âge, edited by Michel 
Balard and Alain Ducellier (Paris: Publications de la Sorbonne, 1995), pp. 172–185; Elisa-
beth Zachariadou, Constantinople se repeuple, in: Elisabeth Zachariadou, Studies in Pre-Ot-
toman Turkey and the Ottomans (Aldershot: Variorum 2007), part. XXIII Zachariadou, 
Constantinople se repeuple pp. 49–55: Halil Inalcık, “The Policy of Mehmed II towards the 
Greek Population of Istanbul and the Byzantine Buildings of the City”, Dumbarton Oaks 
Papers 23/24 (1969/1970): pp. 231–249; Roads Murphey, Sürgün (T., lit. “expulsion”), in: 
Encyclopaedia of Islam (Leiden: Brill, 22010) (consulted online); Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr, 
“L’exil à Trébizonde d’une quarantaine de combattants albanais à la fin du XVe siècle”, in: Oi 
Albanoi sto Mesaiona, edited by Charalampos Gasparis (Athens : National Hellenic Research 
Foundation, 1998), pp. 349–369 ; Skënder Rizaj, “Transferimet, deportimet dhe dyndjet e 
Shqiptarëvet në kohën e Skënderbeut”, in: Simpoziumi për Skënderbeun- Simpozium o Skend-
erbegu 9–12 maj 1969 (Prishtina/ Priština: Instituti albanologjik, 1969), pp. 145–153, Kiel, 
“Incorporation” pp. 150–151.

 35 Holm Sundhaussen, Sarajevo (Vienna: Böhlau, 2014); Milenko Krešić, “Depopulacija jugo-
istočne Hercegovine izazvana turskim osvajanjem”, in Hum i Hercegovina kroz povijest. Vol 1, 
edited by Ivica Lučić (Zagreb: Hrvatski institut za povijest, 2011), pp. 757–776.
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man rule.36 Ottomanist mainstream narratives show comparably little interest in 
those migration waves of Balkan Christians who crossed the borders to Christian 
states.37 One may compare this state of the art with the two sides of a coin. Un-
fortunately, one-sided narratives are still powerful.

As mentioned above, in Byzantine and Late Medieval Balkan studies, theory 
building and theorey orientation are considerably weaker. Recent research has 
concentrated on the centenaries of key events, such as the fall of the Serbian 
Despotate (1459) or the Bosnian kingdom.38 Explanations are given mostly 
for “national cases”, and there are almost no attempts to link the Byzantine 
to the Bulgarian, Serbian, Bosnian, Herzegovinian, Croatian, Montenegrin or 
Albanian experience of conquest. Case studies for Bosnia and Albania have un-
derlined however that the Bosnian crown and Scanderbeg both joined planned 
Papal crusades, and that the Papacy aimed at establishing two Catholic crusader 
kingdoms (the last Bosnian king actually received a crown from Pius II, while 
Scanderbeg seems to have accepted a similar promise). This radical change of 
confessional orientation in the Western Balkans prompted Mehmed’s II harsh 
reaction in both regions (1463, 1466/1467).39 Most scholarship is devoted to 
regional territorial lordships whose complexity and instability constitute a seri-
ous challenge for any specialist in the field.40

 36 Oliver Jens Schmitt, Skanderbeg (Regensburg: Pustet, 2009) p. 102; Venice established a 
refugee office for Scutarine refugees which remained active even 40 years after Shkodra had 
been taken by the Ottomans; Oliver Jens Schmitt, Das venezianische Albanien 1392–1479 
(Munich: Oldenbourg, 2011), p. 628.

 37 There is a great wealth of scholarship produced e.g. by specialists in Venetian history: Er-
manno Orlando, Migrazioni mediterranee (Bologna: il Mulino, 2014); Brunehilde Imhaus, 
Le minoranze orientali a Venezia (Rome: il Veltro, 1997); Alain Ducellier, Les chemins de 
l´exil. Bouleversements de l´Est européen et migrations vers l’Ouest à la fin du Moyen Âge (Paris: 
Colin 1992); Paolo Petta, Despoti d’Epiro e principi di Macedonia. Esuli albanesi nell’Italia 
del Rinascimento (Lecce: Argo, 2000); Paolo Petta, Stradioti. Soldati albanesi in Italia (Lecce. 
Argo, 1996); Lucia Nadin, Migrazioni e integrazione. Il caso degli albanesi a Venezia (1479–
1552) (Rome: Bulzoni, 2008); cf. the recent monograph by Noel Malcolm, Agents of Empire. 
Knights, Corsairs, Jesuits and Spies in the Sixteenth-Century Mediterranean World (London: 
Allen Lane, 2015); for migrations to the Holy Roman Empire (Innerösterreich) cf. Ignacij 
Voje, “Migracioni procesi iz Bosne u slovenačkim zemljama za vrijeme turskih provala u 16. 
stoljeću”. In: Migracije i Bosna i Hercegovina (Sarajevo: Institut za istoriju u Sarajevu – Insti-
tut za proučavanje nacionalnih odnosa, 1990), pp. 89–99.

 38 Pad srpske despotovine 1459 g.; Stjepan Tomašević (1461–1463).
 39 Dubravko Lovrenović, Na klizištu povijesti. Sveta kruna ugarska i Sveta kruna bosanska 1387–

1463 (Zagreb – Sarajevo: synopsis, 2006); Schmitt, Skanderbeg pp. 243–256; Emir Filipović, 
“Historiografija o padu Bosanskog Kraljestva”, in Birin, Stjepan Tomašević (1461.–1463.) pp. 
11–28.

 40 E.g. Sp. N. Asonites, To Notio Ionio kata ton Opsimo Mesaiona (Athens: Ergo, 2005); Donald 
M. Nicol, The Despotate of Epiros 1267–1479 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

OIiver Jens Schmitt



21

Recently, Ottoman studies have joined this field with one of the most re-
markable re-interpretations of Early Ottoman history (cf. the contribution by 
Kiprovska in this volume). Ottoman historiography and in its vein many Otto-
manists depict a centralized Ottoman state apparatus right from the beginnings 
of the House of Osman. In recent years, interpretations put forward by Irène 
Beldiceanu-Steinherr41 since the 1960s have been taken up by several scholars, 
who conclude that even powerful rulers such as Bayezid I were rather primi 
inter pares among influential Muslim and Orthodox regional rulers in Anatolia 
and the Balkans.42 Marcher lord dynasties such as the Mihaloğlu had an Or-
thodox background, and until Mehmed II started a process of centralization, 
the Balkans and Anatolia consisted of numerous regional vassal states of the 
Ottoman rulers. Marcher lordships often acted independently or in loose de-
pendency on the Ottoman rulers.43 Regional Orthodox rulers, but also major 

1984); Pëllumb Xhufi, Dilemat e Arbërit. Studime mbi Shqipërinë mesjetare (Tirana: Pegi, 
2006); Schmitt, Das venezianische Albanien; Ivan Božić, Nemirno pomorje XV veka (Belgrade: 
Srpska Književna Zadruga, 1979); George Ch. Soulis, The Serbs and Byzantium During 
the Reign of Tsar Stephen Dušan (1331–1355) and his Successors (Washington: Dumbarton 
Oaks, 1984); Toni Filiposki, “Der Ohrider Župan Andrea Gropa”, Südost-Forschungen 
69/70 (2010/11): pp. 1–24; Rade Mihaljčić, Kraj srpskog carstva (Belgrade: SKZ, 1975); 
Hristo Matanov, “Radoslav Hlapen – souverain féodal en Macédoine méridionale durant 
le troisième quart du XIVe siècle”, Études balkaniques 4 (1983): pp. 68–87; Elena Kostova, 
“Constantine Dragaš and his principality. According to unpublished source material from 
the archives of the Vatopedi monastery on Mount Athos”, Bulgaria mediaevalis 2 (2011): pp. 
685–695; Hristo Matanov, “West and Post-Byzantine Source Evidence about Krali Marko 
(King Marko)”, Études balkaniques 1985/2, pp. 45–61; Aleksandra Fostikov, “O Dmitru 
Kraljeviću”, Istorijski časopis 49 (2002): pp. 47–65; Jelena Mrgić-Radojčić, Donji Kraj. Kra-
jina srednjovekovne Bosne (Belgrade: Filozofski fakultet, 2002); Jelena Mrgić, Severna Bosna, 
13.–16. vek (Belgrade: Istorijski institut, 2008).

 41 Beldiceanu-Steinherr, Recherches sur les actes; Beldiceanu-Steinherr, “Les débuts: Osmân et 
Orkhân”; Beldiceanu-Steinherr, “L’installation des Ottomans”; and especially Irène Beldicea-
nu-Steinherr and Raúl Estangüi Gómez, “Autour du document de 1386 en faveur de Ra-
doslav Sablja (Șabya/Sampias): du beylicat au sultanat, étape méconnue de l’État ottoman”, 
Turcica 45 (2014): pp. 159–186.

 42 Rhoads Murphey, “Bayezid I’s Foreign Policy Plans and Priorities: Power Relations, State-
craft, Military Conditions and Diplomatic Practice in Anatolia and the Balkans”, in: Contact 
and Conflict in Frankish Greece and the Aegean, 1204–1453, edited by Nikolaos G. Chrissis 
and Mike Carr (Farnham/Surrey: Ashgate, 2014), pp. 177–215.

 43 Lowry, The Shaping of the Ottoman Balkans 1350–1500; Lowry and Erünsal, Notes & docu-
ments on the Evrenos Dynasty of Yenice-i Vardar (Giannitsa); Mariya Kiprovska, “Shaping the 
Ottoman Borderland. The Architectural Patronage of the Frontier Lords from the Mihaloğlu 
Family”, in: Bordering Early Modern Europe, edited by Maria Baramova, Grigor Boykov and 
Ivan Parvev (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2015), pp. 185–220; Mariya Kiprovska, “The Mi-
haloğlu Family: Gazi Warriors and Patrons of Dervish Hospices”, Osmanlı Araştırmaları 32 
(2008): pp. 173–202; Mariya Kiprovska, “Legends and Historicity: the Binbir Oğlu Ahmed 
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Catholic powers, often were confronted with Muslim regional rulers whose 
military strength did not surpass the power resources of Christian noblemen, 
unlike the Sultan’s army. The political behaviour of regional Orthodox lords 
has to be re-interpreted in the light of the very fact that they sought to deal 
with Islamised strongmen with a regional background. Thorough monographs 
on these Marcher lordships are one of the most urgent tasks in the field.It has 
become clear from this necessarily sketchy overview that competing narratives 
have so far excluded a coherent interpretation of major socio-cultural and po-
litical processes. It is therefore imperative to analyse these narratives in more 
detail and to assess their impact on scholarly practices and discourses.
 Historical interpretations indeed vary from the glorifying of a new Golden 
Age, the beginning of a new imperial era of peace, prosperity and tolerance44 
– sometimes depicted against the background of an allegedly intolerant, social-
ly oppressive and politically fragmented Occident – and even liberation from 
national or religious oppression by neighbours (as in the case Bosnian-Muslim 
and Albanian-Muslim historiography45) to apocalyptic descriptions of destruc-
tion, violence, political and socio-cultural breakdown, a millenarian vision of 
catastrophe.46 

Baba Tekkesi and its Founder”, in: Monuments, Patrons, Contexts. Papers on Ottoman Europe 
presented to Machiel Kiel, edited by Maximilian Hartmuth and Ayşe Dilsiz (Leiden: Nether-
lands Institute for the Near East, 2010), pp. 29–45.

 44 Halil İnalcık, The Ottoman Empire, p. 7: “Holy War was intended not to destroy but to 
subdue the infidel world, the dârülharb. The Ottomans established their empire by uniting 
Muslim Anatolia and the Christian Balkans under their rule and, although continuous Holy 
War was the fundamental principle of the state, the empire emerged, at the same time, as 
protector of the Orthodox Church and millions of Orthodox Christians. Islam guaranteed 
the lives and property of Christians and Jews, on the conditions of obedience and payment 
of a poll tax […] Furthermore, the protection of the peasantry as a source of tax revenue 
was a traditional polciy of the near-eastern state, and one which encouraged an attitude of 
tolerance […] The Ottoman Empire was thus to become a true ‘Frontier Empire’, a cosmo-
politan state, treating all creeds and races as one, which was to unite the Orthodox Christinas 
Balkans and Muslim Anatolia in a single state.”

 45 E.g. the “Kaleshi thesis” postulated by Hasan Kaleshi: “Das türkische Vordringen auf dem 
Balkan und die Islamisierung- Faktoren für die Erhaltung der ethnischen und nationalen 
Existenz des albanischen Volkes”, in: Südosteuropa unter dem Halbmond (Munich: Trofe-
nik, 1975), pp. 125–138; for a typical recent Bosniak interpretation, cf. the introduction in 
Ahmed S. Aličić, Sumarni popis sandžaka Bosne iz 1468/69. godine (Mostar: Islamski kulturni 
centar, 2008).

 46 E.g. Historia e popullit shqiptar vol. 1 (Tirana: Toena, 2002); Dessislava Lilova , “Relater la 
chute sous le pouvoir ottoman : la version bulgare”, Balkanologie , 12/1 (2010) http://bal-
kanologie.revues.org/index2140.html; Antonina Zhelyazkova, “Islamization in the Balkans 
as a Historiographical Problem: the Southeast-European Perspective”, in: The Ottomans and 
the Balkans, edited by Fikret Adanır and Suraiya Faroqhi (Leiden: Brill, 2002), pp. 223–266; 
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 The first narrative is often encountered in Ottomanist, Bosniak and Alba-
nian-Muslim historiographies, the latter in historiographies of Balkan Chris-
tian successor states of the Ottoman Empire. Between these extremes of white 
and black (which for the sake of our argument are presented here in a rather 
pointed way), there are numerous varieties of grey; there is no single interpreta-
tion by those whose ancestors eventually “won”, nor by those whose forefathers 
were defeated. Modern Serbian, Bulgarian, Croatian (in Bosnia: also Bosnian 
Catholic) and Albanian (secular-nationalist and Christian) narratives are far 
from homogenous, nor has there been a common Balkan Muslim narrative.47 
Most interpretations have in common a lack of contextualization in the sense 
that many authors rarely define their own theoretical and, more importantly, 
ideological standpoint, although they mostly, consciously or subconsciously, 
pursue goals related to their weltanschauung. Balkan national historiographies 
have been much criticized because of their predominantly negative view on Ot-
toman conquest and more generally on Ottoman rule in the Balkans. This crit-
icism however has in recent years unfortunately become part of official Turkish 
foreign policy exercising pressure on several Balkan states to change chapters 
on Ottoman history in school textbooks.48 Much of the scholarly criticism was 

cf. the contribution by Grigor Boykov in this volume with a bibliography on the Bulgarian 
case, especially the Gandev theory.

 47 For representative examples of Croatian medieval studies, cf. Tomislav Raukar, Hrvatsko 
srednjovjekovlje (Zagreb: Školska knjiga, 1997) (a masterpiece of balanced scholarship) and 
Povijest Hrvata. vol.1. Srednji vijek, edited by Franjo Šanjek (Zagreb: Školska knjiga, 2003).

 48 Critical approaches to national historiographies became an object of predilection for many 
scholars after 1989; cf. Klio ohne Fesseln? Historiographie im östlichen Europa nach dem Zusam-
menbruch des Kommunismus, edited by Arnold Suppan et al. (Vienna: Peter Lang, 2003); 
Narratives Unbound. Historical Studies in Post-Communist Eastern Europe, edited by Sorin 
Antohi, Balász Trencsényi, Péter Apor (Budapest – New York: CEU Press, 2007); (Re)Writ-
ing History. Historiography in Southeast Europe after Socialism, edited by Ulf Brunnbauer 
(Münster: LIT, 2004), pp. 165–200; Wolfgang Höpken, “Zwischen ‘Klasse’ und ‘Nation’: 
Historiographie und ihre Meistererzählungen in Südosteuropa in der Zeit des Sozialismus 
(1944–1990)”, Jahrbücher für Geschichte und Kultur Südosteuropas 2 (2000): pp. 15–60; 
Beruf und Berufung. Geschichtswissenschaft und Nationsbildung in Ostmittel- und Südoste-
uropa im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert, edited by Hans Christian Maner and Markus Krzos-
ka (Münster: LIT, 2005); Nenad Stefanov, Wissenschaft als nationaler Beruf. Die Serbische 
Akademie der Wissenschaften 1944–1992. Tradierung und Modifizierung nationaler Ideol-
ogie (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 2011); for Turkish government pressure cf. in the case of 
Kosova cf. http://www.telegrafi.com/lajme/qeveria-pro-ndryshimit-te-historise-2-16944.
html (11.9.2011; accessed on 1st May 2015; http://shqiptarja.com/kosova/2727/ 
turqia-kerkon-te-rehabilitoje-osmanet-ne-historine-e-kosoves-149245.html (27.3.2015; 
accessed on 1st May 2015); for a comparable intervention in Albania http://www.shek-
ulli.com.al/p.php?id=24691 (10.6.2013; accessed on 1 May 2015); http://gazeta55.al/ 
historia-mesuese-e-jetes-apo-liber-i-paragjykimeve-drejt-konflikteve%C2%94/ (2.4.2013; 
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certainly justified – e.g. of the politicization of Bulgarian Ottoman studies in 
the so-called Rebirth process, i.e. the forced Bulgarisation of Bulgarian Turks 
in the second half of the 1980s,49 and many historians in Balkan countries have 
adopted much more sophisticated and better balanced perspectives.50 Balkan 
Ottomanists who had in some countries at least partially contributed to a po-
liticized distortion of Ottoman history started after 1989 a process of critical 
self-reflection; this is especially true for Bulgarian and Albanian Ottoman stud-
ies51 – while in Bosnia Ottoman studies underwent a process of politicization in 
the 1990s because of their importance for the Bosniak nation- and state-build-
ing.52 Extra-regional Ottoman studies, however, has so far not undergone a 
similar process of self-reflection. While institutions and single actors in Balkan 
national historiographies and the scholarly discourses produced by them have 
been analyzed in detail, extra-regional Ottoman studies obviously feels no need 
to start a similar process of questioning its own theoretical models, terminol-
ogy, possible biases and its closeness or distance to political agencies.53 Many 

accessed on 1May 2015); http://www.panorama.com.al/korrigjimi-i-historise-136-intelek-
tuale-peticion-kunder-nderhyrjes-se-turqise/ (29.3.2015, accessed on 1 May 2015); in 2013 
more than 100 Albanian intellectuals signed a petition against changes to school textbooks 
for which the Turkish government had been pushing.

 49 There is an impressive amount of critical scholarship in Bulgaria on that topic, cf. source 
collections: Strogo poveritelno! Asimilatorskata kampanija sreštu turskoto nacionalno malcinst-
vo v Bǎlgarija (1984–1989). Dokumenti, edited by Veselin Angelov (Sofia: Simolini 2008), 
“Vǎzroditelnijat proces”. Meždunarodni izmerenija (1984–1989), edited by Iskra Baeva (So-
fia: Dǎržavna agencija Archivi, 2009); Valeri Stojanov, Turskoto naselenie v Bǎlgarija meždu 
poljusite na etničeskata politika (Sofia: LIK, 1998); Mihail Gruev and Aleksej Kaljonski, Vǎz-
roditelnijat proces (Sofia: Ciela, 2008).

 50 In the oeuvre of leading medievalists who were never involved in a politicized discourse, 
1989 did not constitute a break. This is e.g. true for the eminent Serbian medievalist Sima 
Ćirković, cf. his collected articles Rabotnici, vojnici, duhovnici. Društva srednjovekovnog Bal-
kana (Belgrade: Equilibrium 1997).

 51 Dritan Egro, Historia dhe ideologjia. Një qasje kritike studimeve osmane në historiografinë 
moderne shqiptare (nga gjysma e dytë e shek. XIX deri me sot) (Tirana: Maluka, 2007); Elena 
Grozdanova, “Bulgarian Ottoman Studies at the Turn of Two Centuries: Continuity and 
Change”, Études balkaniques 2005/3, pp. 93–146.

 52 Cf. the 1991 issue of Prilozi za orijentalnu filologiju 41 (1991); a typical Bosniak nationalist 
interpretation is offered by Mehmedalija Bojić, Historia Bosne i Bošnjaka (Sarajevo: TKD 
Šahinagić, 2001); on Ottoman Bosnia cf. Ottoman Bosnia. A History in Peril, edited by 
Markus Koller/Kemal Karpat (Madison/Wisc.: University of Wisconsin Press, 2004).

 53 Speros Vryonis, Jr., The Turkish State and History. Clio meets the Grey Wolf (Thessaloniki: 
The Institute for Balkan Studies, 1991) analyses Turkish state strategies of influence on the 
American academic community and the compliance of leading American specialists in Otto-
man history with demands by the Turkish state in very sensitive issues such as the Armenian 
genocide. However, there is still no thorough analysis of scholarly networks sponsored by the 
Turkish state with the aim of influencing scientific narratives. Related networks of scholars 
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actors in the field still cultivate not a neutral, but a predominantly positive 
image of the Ottoman Empire that is of course no less exposed to ideologies 
and extra-scientific concepts than politicized interpretations of Balkan national 
historiographies. 
 The attempt to revise nationalist stereotypes in Balkan historiographies may 
also lead to equally problematic interpretations that downplay warfare, vio-
lence and mass destruction or virtually “cut out” the “other” from research and 
master narratives. The reasons are certainly manifold. They are at least partially 
a reaction to traditional narratives of national historiographies (the “Turkish 
yoke”), which depicted a caricature of Asian bloodthirsty Turkish invaders who 
had nothing to do to with the Christian civilisation that they ruthlessly de-
stroyed. Violence and death are however unavoidable consequences of warfare, 
and this is even the more true for processes of conquest that stretch over several 
decades or even more than a century (in the case of Bosnia, from the 1380s 
until the 1530s, or in the case of Albania from the 1380s to the 1480s) and for 
an Empire whose raison d´être was for centuries territorial expansion, i.e. con-
quest. In fact, leading textbooks by Ottomanists tend to marginalize violence 
and to focus rather on the technique and logistics of warfare in the period of 
conquest.54 This “buffered” narrative of conquest is contrasted by an impressive 
body of scholarship on Muslim victims of Balkan Christian violence at the 
end of the Empire.55 The latter is a good example of a victimization discourse; 
the former reflects an uncritical approach to the beginnings of the Ottoman 
state. There is therefore not a general reluctance in Ottoman studies to address 
violence as a historical phenomenon, but to name Muslims as perpetrators and 

with a mostly Western Balkan (Albanian and Bosniak) background teaching and publishing 
at US and European academic institutions would also require an in-depth analysis (cf. below 
fn. 55).

 54 E.g. The Cambridge History of Turkey vol.1; İnalcık, The Ottoman Empire; Klaus Kreiser and 
Christoph Neumann, Kleine Geschichte der Türkei (Stuttgart: Reclam, 2003) which however 
provides (on p. 86) a multiperspectival interpretation of the battle on the Kosovo polje in 
1389.

 55 Examples of a politicized interpretation of Late Ottoman history are Isa Blumi, Reinstating 
the Ottomans: Alternative Balkan Modernities, 1800–1912 ( (New York: Palgrave Macmillan 
2011), who idealizes the late Ottoman Empire while ascribing all the blame for its fail-
ure to European Great Powers; Justin Mc Carthy, Death and Exil: the Ethnic Cleansing of 
Ottoman Muslims (Princeton: Darwin Press, 1995); War & Nationalism. The Balkan Wars, 
1912–1913, and their Sociopolitical Implications, edited by M. Hakan Yavuz and Isa Blumi 
(Salt Lake City: The University of Utah Press, 2013); cf. the critical review by Dietmar 
Müller in hsozkult (http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/index.asp?id=21657&view= 
pdf&pn=rezensionen&type=rezbuecher, accessed on 14 May 2015); this book is being dis-
tributed by Turkish embassies directly to supposed opinion-makers at universities. It is no 
coincidence that some of these authors are involved in downplaying the Armenian Genocide.
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Christians as victims of violence, a perspective running contrary to current po-
litical correctness. As nationalism in the Balkans contributed to dark myths of 
Ottoman rule, Turkish nationalism and the rise of Islamist movements equally 
distort scholarly perspectives. While scholars in Balkan countries felt they were 
obliged or indeed were obliged to address this dimension of their research, 
extra-regional Ottomanists do not openly discuss various forms of pressure or 
self-censorship. This discrepancy has to be addressed in academia in order to 
overcome clichés and prejudices that still linger sometimes unconsciously in 
disciplinary discourses.
 Ottomanist mainstream narratives concentrate on enumerating battles, 
conquered fortresses and kingdoms and rather seldom invest much scholar-
ly energy in investigating the “other”, i.e. those who did not surrender and 
were eventually defeated.56 Violence and terror as a means of warfare is equally 
seldom addressed explicitly by Ottomanists, but often constitutes an import-
ant element of narratives by specialists in Mediterranean and Balkan studies. 
There is to my knowledge no Ottomanist narrative that mentions that some 
of Scanderbeg’s followers committed suicide out of despair (a fact recorded by 
the Ottoman court historiographer Critobulos).57 Heath Lowry lists some of 
the massacres committed by Mehmed II during his campaign in Morea, but 
in an overall perspective, discussion of mass violence and terror as a tactical 
instrument is conspicuously lacking in the Ottomanist mainstream discourse. 
The reaction to this deliberate silence should certainly not be an updated list 
of “Ottoman atrocities”, but an assessment of the demographic, political and 
socio-cultural consequences of Ottoman warfare.
 Another sensitive issue is the accommodation policy – istimalet – of the 
Ottoman elites towards their new subjects. It is usually described as a key to 
Ottoman success in rapidly conquered territories.58 After decades of meticulous 

 56 E.g. the influential synthesis by Kreiser and Neumann, Kleine Geschichte pp. 81–98, describ-
ing the whole process from an (implicitly) Ottoman standpoint.

 57 Schmitt, Skanderbeg p. 102.
 58 Halil İnalcık, “Timariotes chrétiens en Albanie au 15e siècle”, Mitteilungen des öster- 

reichischen Staatsarchivs 4 (1952): 118–138; Hasan Kaleshi, “Die Albaner in Kosovo im 15. 
Jahrhundert”, in: Akten des internationalen albanologischen Kolloquiums in Innsbruck 1972 
zum Gedächtnis an Norbert Jokl, edited by Hermann Ölberg (Innsbruck: AMOE, 1977), 
pp. 513–524; Nicoarǎ Beldiceanu – Irène Beldiceanu–Steinherr, “Recherches sur la Morée 
(1461–1512)”, Südost-Forschungen 39 (1980): pp. 17–74; Nicoarǎ Beldiceanu, “Timariotes 
chrétiens en Thessalie (1454/55)” Südost-Forschungen 45 (1985): pp. 45–81; Aleksandar 
Matkovski, Nomadskoto stočarstvo vo Makedonija od XIV do XIX vek (Skopje: Makedons-
ka akademija na naukite i umetnostite, 1996); Aleksandar Stojanovski, Dervendžistvoto vo 
Makedonija (Skopje: Institut za nacionalna istorija, 1974); Aleksandar Stojanovski, Raja so 
specijalni zadolženija vo Makedonija (vojnuci, sokolari, orizari i solari) (Skopje: Institut za na-
cionalna istorija, 1990); Aleksandar Stojanovski, Makedonija pod turskata vlast (Statii i drugi 
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research in this field, there is no doubt that Orthodox Christians of all social 
strata joined the Ottoman military and administrative apparatus and played an 
essential role in Ottoman expansion in Europe, the Near East and Northern 
Africa. 
 Heath Lowry, a leading specialist in the field, circumscribed istimalet with 
the trivialising metaphor of “stick and carrot”.59 There are however very few 
Ottomanists who are interested in analysing in detail what the “stick” really 
meant for those who refused the “carrot” (which is not true for Lowry himself, 
who gave some examples of Ottoman massacres in Morea). 
 Since Ottoman sources reproduce the perspective of the “winning side”, a 
more balanced interpretation would be gained from careful reflection on the 
discourses these sources contain not only relating to the Ottomans, their state 
and their policy (cf. the discussion on the “Barkan” and the “Köprülü” thesis 
in the contribution by Krstić in this volume), but also concerning those whose 
lands were conquered and their perspectives.60 Scholars emphasizing istimalet 
and patterns of Ottoman-Balkan symbiosis obviously study those parts of the 
Christian population who had survived the Ottoman onslaught and had not 
sought shelter outside the Ottoman territory. This very basic fact has to be 
made plain. They usually omit destruction, mass flight movements within the 
Balkans and to the Danubian principalities, Hungary, Italy and the Holy Roman 
Empire (which play, however, an important – and often distorted – role in 
Albanian, Bulgarian, Croatian, Greek, and Serbian national historiographies). 
While Ottomanists underline the readiness of Balkan Christians to integrate 
into the Ottoman military and administrative system, traditional national 
historiographies insist on various forms of resistance.61 Ottomanists are 

prilozi) (Skopje: Institut za nacionala istorija, 2006), Metodija Sokoloski, “Osvrt na sastav 
stanovništva zapadne Makedonije u XV i XVI veku”, Jugoslovenski istorijski časopis 1970/1–2, 
9–40; Dragi  Ġorġiev, Naselenieto vo makedonsko – albanskiot graničen pojas (Skopje: Insti-
tut za nacionala istorija, 2009); Dragi  Ġorġiev, „Siedlungsverhältnisse im makedonisch- 
albanischen Grenzgebiet im 15. und 16. Jahrhundert (nach osmanischen Quellen)”, Südost- 
Forschungen 65/66 (2006/2007): pp. 87–116.

 59 Heath Lowry in The Routledge Handbook of Modern Turkey, edited by Metin Heper and Sabri 
Sayarı (Abingdon – New York: Routledge, 2012), p. 11; Lowry, Fifteenth Century Ottoman 
Realities, p. 3.

 60 Bedriye Atsız, “Das Albanerbild der Türken nach osmanischen Chroniken des 15.–16. 
Jahrhunderts”, Münchner Zeitschrift für Balkankunde 1 (1978): pp. 15–25.

 61 Olga Katsiardi-Hering, “Von den Aufständen zu den Revolutionen christlicher Untertanen 
des Osmanischen Reiches in Südosteuropa (ca. 1530–1821). Ein Typologisierungsversuch”, 
Südost-Forschungen 68 (2009): pp. 96–137; Aleksandar Matkovski, Otporot vo Makedonija 
vo vremeto na turskoto vladeenje. 4 vols. (Skopje: Misla, 1983); Peter Bartl, Der Westbalkan 
zwischen spanischer Monarchie und osmanischen Reich (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1974).
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interested in migration within the Empire (e.g. Yürüks, Vlachs62), but less 
in migration as a consequence of decades of Ottoman raids and ultimate 
conquest. Demographic history is certainly one of the most loaded issues in 
Balkan history and the kind of divided history that currently prevails does not 
contribute to filling this gap. 
 The recent Cambridge History of Turkey, a representative endeavour of extra-
regional Ottoman studies, summarizes the chapter on “the incorporation of 
the Balkans into the Ottoman Empire” with the statement that until 1912 
the Balkans east of a line stretching from Nikopol to Kavala was as Turkish as 
Anatolia, adding that “the comprehensive work of how much of the Balkans 
became truly Turkish will take a long time to be written”63. The author, 
Machiel Kiel, a leading scholar in the field of demographic history and the 
history of architecture who in recent decades has contributed signficantly to 
our knowledge of the early Ottoman Balkans,64 does not explain however how 
Turkish Anatolia was in 1912 – before the Armenian and Assyrian genocide 
and the flight, expulsion, population exchange and eventually pogroms which 
reduced the Orthodox population – nor does he define what the term Turkish 
means in the fifteenth and the early twentieth centuries. The text unfortunately, 
but not untypically,65 mixes Late Medieval history with the traumatic last 
decades of the Ottoman Empire. It furthermore constructs a millenarian Pre-
Ottoman Turkish Balkan by mingling Kutrigurs, Onogurs, Kumans and even 
Székler and does not explain that many of these groups were Christianized and 
that they did not support Ottoman expansion. On the contrary, the Székler 
community in Transylvania served as a bulwark against Ottoman raiders66 
and the Gagauz communities are characterized by the very fact that they 

 62 Nicoară Beldiceanu, “Les Roumains des Balkans dans les sources ottomans”, Revue des études 
roumaines 19/20 (1995/96): pp. 7–21; Nicoară Beldiceanu, “Sur les Valaques des Balkans 
slaves à l´époque ottoman”, Revue des études islamiques 34 (1966): pp. 83–132; Nicoară Bel-
diceanu/Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr/Petre S. Năşturel, “Les recensements ottomans effectués 
en 1477, 1519 et 1533 dans les provinces de Zvornik et d’Herzégovine” Turcica 20 (1988): 
pp. 159–171.

 63 Kiel, “The Incorporation of the Balkans”. 156.
 64 E.g. Kiel, Art and Society of Bulgaria in the Turkish Period; Kiel, Ottoman Architecture in 

Albania 1385–1912; Kiel, “Das türkische Thessalien. Etabliertes Geschichtsbild versus os-
manische Quellen”; Machiel Kiel, Turco-Bulgarica. Studies on the History, Settlement and His-
torical Demography of Ottoman Bulgaria (Istanbul: Isis 2013).

 65 For the instrumentalisation of Western scholars by deniers of the Armenian genocide cf. 
http://www.tc-america.org/scholar/scholar.html and http://www.mfa.gov.tr/controversy-be-
tween-turkey-and-armenia-about-the-events-of-1915.en.mfa (accessed on 5 May 2015). 

 66 Die Szekler in Siebenbürgen. Von der privilegierten Sondergemeinschaft zur ethnischen Gruppe, 
edited by Harald Roth (Vienna: Böhlau, 2009).
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never embraced Islam even though they were Turkish speakers.67 Distortion of 
facts and a primordial vision of ethnicity are usually seen as typical of Balkan 
historiographies, but unfortunately they also exist in extra-regional Ottoman 
studies. The very fact that the first volume of this prestigious series contains 
a chapter on Byzantium (1071–1453) as a mere prehistory of the Ottoman 
Empire is telling. Since the editor does not provide an introduction to the 
volume, her scholarly programme remains unclear.
 Even scholars who do their best to avoid these traps often do not reflect 
on how much they stick to disciplinary traditions (including the author of 
these lines). A Byzantinist, a Balkan Medievalist and an Ottomanist inevita-
bly will write different histories of this period, and these differences are of-
ten source-driven. In fact, cross-reading of sources occurs only partially, and 
disciplinary and philological pride frequently constitute a serious barrier for 
discussion. One may discern several nuclei of communication: cross-reading of 
Byzantine and Latin/Italian sources has been established since the nineteenth 
century. Cross-reading of Ottoman and Byzantine sources characterizes a small 
but influential group of scholars (e.g. Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr – also togeth-
er with Raúl Estanguï Gómez –, Elizabeth Zachariadou, Nevra Necipoğlu, and 
Stephen W. Reinert) .68 
 Latin sources are used by Ottomanists with strong Mediterranean research 
interests such as Marie-Matilde Alexandrescu-Dersca,69 Elizabeth Zachariadou 
or Nicolas Vatin. Combining Ottoman and Slavonic sources is a particular skill 
of regional scholars dealing with continental parts of the Balkans. The highly 
complex but necessary cross-reading of all text cultures rarely occurs however. 
Things are at least equally complicated where Balkan national historiographies 
are concerned. Only few extra-regional Ottomanists read Balkan languages; 

 67 Olga Radova, “The problem of the Gagauz Ethno-Demographic Development in the 19th 
Century”, Südost-Forschungen 54 (1995): pp. 263–279, in the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth century Gagauz were even forced to migrate to Black Sea areas under Russian control 
(pp. 264–265).

 68 Estanguï Gómez, Byzance face aux Ottomans; Nevra Necipoğlu, Byzantium between the 
Ottomans and the Latins. Politics and Society in the Late Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009). For decades Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr has contributed to this in-
terdisciplinary dialogue between Ottoman, Balkan and Byzantine studies: cf. e.g. Irène Bel-
diceanu-Steinherr, “Pachymère et les sources orientales”, Turcica 32 (2000): pp. 425–434; 
Irène Beldiceanu-Steinherr and Boško Bojović, “Le traité de paix conclu entre Vlatko et 
Mehmed II”, Balcanica 24 (1993): pp. 75–86 and her recent article, Beldiceanu-Steinherr 
and Raúl Estangüi Gómez, “Autour du document de 1386 en faveur de Radoslav Sablja 
(Șabya/Sampias)”.

 69 Marie-Matilde Alexandrescu Dersca Bulgaru, Seldjoukides, Ottomans et l’espace roumain 
(Istanbul: Isis, 2006); Marie M. Alexandrescu-Dersca, La campagne de Timur en Anatolie 
(1402) (second edition London: Variorum, 1997).
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