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Books on the Crusades and the Byzantine Em-
pire often discuss the importance of the Battle of
Manzikert in 1071. Indeed, scholars usually men-
tion the battle as the reason for the decline of
Byzantium and a factor in the launch of the Cru-
sades. While the event certainly influenced both,
it was not the only cause of either. What is usually
absent from most discussions on Manzikert is the
Islamic perspective. What did the battle mean to
the Muslims, and, more important, how was the
battle perceived through time? Carole Hillen-
brand addresses these questions in Turkish Myth
and Muslim Symbol.

Hillenbrand’s approach to the battle is simple,
but effective. The book is divided into two sec-
tions. The first part focuses on medieval interpre-
tations of the battle, while the second concerns
the legacy of the battle over time. After an intro-
duction that discusses the battle, traditional inter-
pretations of the event, and sources, she works
through the Muslim sources one century at a
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time. In addition to her valuable translations,
each chapter contains her analysis of each text.

Although the battle took place in the eleventh
century, it is not until the twelfth century that
Muslim accounts of it appear. Thus, Hillenbrand
begins her study of the battle with twelfth-century
sources and continues to examine it through the
lens of the passing centuries by including an ex-
amination of thirteenth-, fourteenth-, and fif-
teenth-century material. In total, Hillenbrand in-
cludes translations and analysis of the battle from
six twelfth-century manuscripts, five thirteenth-
century sources, three fourteenth-century
manuscripts, and one fifteenth-century document.
Although the sources after the twelfth century
cannot truly be considered primary sources, they
do provide insight into how the battle was viewed
in the Islamic world over time.

What is notable about the texts is that they all
vary considerably, even though some borrow
heavily from their predecessors. As one might ex-
pect, their interpretations often reflect events of



their own era, which Hillenbrand addresses in
two chapters. In chapter 5, she discusses “the
writing of the battle” (the title of the chapter). This
chapter will be useful to students and scholars
alike in its discussion of the nature of Islamic his-
tory. After a brief introduction to Islamic histori-
ography, Hillenbrand then examines the Manzik-
ert narratives not just as texts, but also as illus-
trations of the variety of purposes these narra-
tives served. For instance, the narratives might
have been used as instruments of faith. This use
involves not only the use of verses from the
Quran being applied to certain scenes of the bat-
tle, but also the transformation of Alp Arslan, the
Seljuq sultan and victor of the battle over Ro-
manos Diogenes, as the model mujahid, or holy
warrior. Hillenbrand also shows readers a num-
ber of anti-Christian tropes within the narratives.
These become more prevalent the further the au-
thor is from the event in both time and space. Hil-
lenbrand also discusses other motifs, such as the
narratives as examples of Persian prose, theatric
elements found in the texts, and the “Mirrors”
genre in Islamic literature--literature used by ad-
visors to guide leaders, basically setting a model
to follow.

The other chapter that deals with the inter-
pretation of events comes in the second part of
the book, which focuses on the legacy of Manzik-
ert. In chapter 6, Hillenbrand considers the role of
the Turks in the confrontation between Islam and
Christianity. Hillenbrand rightly points out that
Arabs and Persians wrote most of the sources on
the battle, as indeed throughout medieval Islamic
history. In the medieval Islamic world, the Arabs
were men of the Turban (religion), the Persians
were men of the Pen (bureaucracy), and the Turks
were men of the sword (the ruling elite). Turkic
domination of the Islamic world east of Cairo be-
gan in the eleventh century and continued until
1918. In the transitional period of the eleventh
and twelfth centuries, however, there are clear in-
dications that many were not entirely comfort-
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able with the new reality. Thus, the victory at
Manzikert becomes a justification for the domina-
tion of the Turks. It is important to remember that
the authors of the narratives were not Turks, so
we have Arab and Persian authors justifying and
legitimizing the Turkic ruling elite on the basis of
their role as mujihadeen as well as good warriors.
The chapter continues with an examination of
Manzikert in early Turkish folklore and a discus-
sion of how other battles, such as Nicopolis, the
siege of Constantinople, and Mohacs, were used to
justify and explain the rule of the victors. This
analysis provides a nice comparison, and also
demonstrates a connection back to literary de-
vices found in the Manzikert narratives, particu-
larly the emphasis of the ghazi or mujahid origins
of Turkic domination in Anatolia.

The book concludes with the role of Manzik-
ert in modern Turkish national mythology. With
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk’s establishment of a na-
tional and secular Turkish state, he wished to dis-
tance the state from the legacy of the Ottomans as
well as from universalist movements, such as
Pan-Islam and Pan-Turanism. Since the Seljuqs
first defined the Turkic presence in Anatolia, it
was to them that Ataturk turned his attention. By
sponsoring and encouraging study of pre-Ot-
toman history, Ataturk taught that Anatolia was
the true Turkey, the homeland of the Turks and
the place where their nation was forged. This was
truly important in the context of a national psy-
che that reeled from the dismemberment of the
Ottoman Empire, followed by invasion in the
1920s. Hillenbrand then discusses the incorpora-
tion of the Seljugs in school curriculum and na-
tional identity in a series of instructive essays.
This chapter is particularly useful in understand-
ing contemporary Turkish identity as well as illus-
trative of the use (or misuse) of history, in politics
and in forging national identity.

In addition to the text, Hillenbrand has in-
cluded line drawings and color plates of various
illustrations connected to the battle, both from the



medieval and modern periods. Her use of illustra-
tions is very effective as the modern illustrations,
including postage stamps, provide a lucid demon-
stration of the importance of the battle to modern
Turkish identity.

The only weakness of the book is the absence
of any discussion of why the Muslim sources do
not mention the battle until at least thirty years
after it was fought. Considering that it was a ma-
jor victory, it is somewhat surprising that there is
no mention of it prior to the twelfth century--
though it is possible that earlier accounts had
been lost or remain undiscovered. This is, howev-
er, a minor quibble in a truly excellent book that
scholars and students of Middle Eastern, Islamic,
Crusading, and military history will find useful.
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-war
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