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The Fall of Constantinople 1453

Constantinople, originally the ancient city of Byzantium before being rebuilt and dedicated to Constantine I in 330AD (Mango, 1991), was the imperial capital of the Eastern Roman Empire from 395AD. At the fall of the Western Roman Empire in 476AD, Constantinople became the sole remaining capital of the Roman Empire (See figure 1: Encyclopædia Britannica, 2022). Strategically placed at the junction between the east and west with control over naval access to the Black Sea (Mango, 1991), Constantinople was geographically and defensively significant for the empire due to location and its enviable fortification (Cartwright, 2018) and was and still is (Istanbul) the largest city in Europe. Figure 1: A map showing the reduction in territory held by the Byzantine empire in the period 527-1360AD


Despite this, as the Ottoman empire gained strength and territory, the Byzantine empire and by extension Constantinople and its predominantly Christian population, began to dwindle in number and strength (Durant, 2011; Hudson, 2022). At the time of its eventual fall in 1453AD, the city of Constantinople and the immediate surrounding area was one of the last remaining Christian/Byzantine cities within firmly held Ottoman territory. (See figure 2: Encyclopædia Britannica, 2022)Figure 2: A map showing the Ottoman Empire's expansion during the period 1300-1699AD.


Preparations 

In the year prior to the siege on Constantinople (1452-1453), a flurry of activity was undertaken by the Sultan Mehmed II. Roads to the city were strengthened, twin fortresses (one newly constructed; Durant, 2011) now flanked the Bosporus strait to the north of the city (Cartwright, 2018); and to the west, ottoman forces began to strategically mobilise in and around remaining byzantine strongholds in Greece (Mujahid, 2020). Arguably the most significant move came in the commission of a fearfully large cannon from Hungarian gunsmith Urban (Reinert, 1991), the sole purpose of which was the bring down the notoriously impregnable walls of Constantinople. Recognising the threat, Constantine XI looked to Western Europe and the Roman Catholic Church for support (Piccolomini, 2013). 

However, relations within Christendom at that time were bitter. Lingering resentment and mutual hatred between the two churches following the schism (Hudson, 2022), coupled with a rejection of the union proposed by the Popes left the byzantine empire standing largely alone (Cartwright, 2018; Fleming, 2003). In an attempt to secure this support Constantine XI wrote to Pope Nicholas V imploring him to aid the city in return for implementing the union (Durant, 2011).

In the end, a small Genoese fleet, a few representatives from other states and the venetian ships already in Constantinople at the time were the only reinforcements, all other help either arrived too late or never came (Hudson, 2022), leaving the city facing war against a strength tenfold its own (Reinert, 1991). As such, Constantine set about bolstering the city’s defences (Nicol, 1993; Angold, 2018); fortifying the infamous, but now old and neglected (Piccolomini, 2013), inland Theodosian walls and running a floating chain across the bay of The Golden Horn to prevent breach of the weaker water-facing walls (Nicol, 1993). 

The Siege & Fall of the city

By early April, ottoman forces encircled the city and awaited the arrival of the Sultan. With no surrender from the Byzantines (Cartwright, 2018), the first attack began on the eve of April 6th, 1453.

The sheer force of the ottoman cannons worked well in the initial days and weeks of the siege. Relentless assault of the land walls by these weapons resulted in sections of the walls falling and being reduced to rubble (Cartwright, 2018). However, the inefficient nature of these cannons and the resolve of the armed Byzantines allowed the defenders to hold off the advance, as they simultaneously rebuilt and defended the worst hit sections (Mujahid, 2020).

With the assault on land producing no significant advancements into the city, Mehmed’s forces turned their attentions to the sea. The chain across the bay of the Golden Horn had successfully stayed the naval attack on the city to this point. Ottoman forces maintained their position in the hopes of an eventual breach and preventing any aid entering the city (Angold, 2018). The latter of these motivations failed on April 20th when four relief ships evaded the attackers and entered the Horn (Hudson, 2022). This angered Mehmed and prompted the construction of a road of greased logs that ran inland from the Bosporus directly into the Golden Horn (see figure 3, Materia Islamica; Norwich, 1998). Now able to pull his naval fleet into the Horn, the ottomans took control of the water and coordinated their attack on the seawalls (Mujahid, 2020).Figure 3: A map showing the key points of attack from Ottoman forces, including the route taken overland by Ottoman ships


Forced, as a result, to man their entire boundary (Cartwright, 2018), the strength of the Byzantine forces was stretched thin as further attacks bombarded the city, and breaches of the walls continued to occur and be subsequently repaired and defended. On May 21st the Sultan extended a cease fire in exchange for Constantine XI giving him the city (Angold, 2018). When the emperor refused, Mehmed prepared for his final assault. 

On the eve of May 28th, Ottoman forces launched a full-scale attack on the city. With gradually more-skilled and better-armed troops attacking in waves, the walls and defenders began to wane under the assault. It is with the Janissaries, a highly skilled palace regiment, that the final defence of Constantinople fell in two key points (Reinert, 1991). The first, through a breach in the wall near the Gate of St. Romanus, thus allowing the janissaries to mount the inner wall and enter the city (Hudson, 2022). The second occurred, almost simultaneously, through the unattended Kerkoporta gate (Cartwright, 2018). As the defence focused elsewhere, Ottoman mercenaries seized control of the Blachernae wall. The Turkish flag was raised causing panic and despair in the city (Nicol, 1993). It is in these two incidents that both Giovanni Giustiniani (General of the Byzantine forces) and Emperor Constantine XI are reported to have died (Angold, 2018), contributing even further to the collapse of the byzantine resistance by approximately midday May 29th.

After three days of looting, and with a large portion of the city’s population dead, Mehmed II rode through the streets to the Hagia Sophia (Reinert, 1991). Here he performed the Friday prayer marking the conversion of the largest church in all Christendom into a Mosque (Durant, 2011), thus concluding the fall of Constantinople.

Religious significance

The term ‘turning point’ is present in a lot of discourse around the fall of Constantinople due to its importance both historically and religiously. And whilst this viewpoint is debated (Angold, 2018) it is evident that the event does hold differing significance within Islam and Christianity.

Following the fall of the Western Roman empire, Constantinople stood as a physical and metaphorical bastion of Christianity against ‘the rise of Islam’ (Hudson, 2022). Despite the long history of division between Eastern and Western Christendom it was largely accepted that the stability of Constantinople served as a symbol of Christian strength and a buffer against Islamic expansion into the West. As the city fell, so too did the Roman Empire and any hopes of a unified papacy in Europe (Durant, 2011).

As well as this, the ultimate failure of the crusades had disillusioned some Christians at the time, with many already wondering why “the God of Christendom had permitted the victory of Islam” (Durant, 2011). When reports from survivors of the fallen city then surfaced, so too did tales of strange lights seen dancing around the dome of the Hagia Sophia in the midst of a thick fog two days prior to the fall (Kritovoulos, 1954). These were taken to fundamentally ‘prove’ that the Holy Spirit had deserted the Christians in the city (Nicol, 1993). Ergo this doubt and the belief that Christians were in some way being punished (Fleming, 2003), was only exacerbated by the events in Constantinople and the ongoing conversion of Eastern Christians to Islam (Durant, 2011). 

On the other hand, Constantinople and its fall was of prophetic significance to the Muslims (Mujahid, 2020). Several ahadith explicitly pointed the Muslims in the time of the prophet to conquer Constantinople. Potentially the most significant being “Verily, you shall conquer Constantinople. What a wonderful army will that army be, and what a wonderful commander will that conqueror be” (Küçükaşcı, 2019). As such, in his conquest of the city, Mehmed II not only secured the new capital of the Ottoman empire, granting space for security and cultural development; but he also fulfilled a sacred and long-sought mission that bolstered the Islamic faith and represented the fulfilment of the prophetic word (Fleming, 2003).

Furthermore, in the wake of the battle, the empire now had complete control not only in the region but also of the lucrative trade routes between the city, Europe and Asia having successfully ended the Byzantine empire (Durant, 2011). As a result of this, the conquest of Constantinople resulted in increased dominance for the Ottomans, sparking a period of prosperity and growth; resulting in expansion into Egypt, Bulgaria and Hungary to name but a few (Quataert, 2000). As a result of this, the Ottoman empire remained the driving force in the Middle East and much of Europe for almost five centuries and established itself as a world power (Karpat, 1974). 
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