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Already at the beginning, | must point out that in this particular case we are dealing with
a detailed and erudite scholarly study, focused, above all, on military issues concerning the
earliest period of emperor Alexios | Komnenos' reign (1081-1118), when, after the loss of the
eastern territories in Anatolia (the battle of Manzikert in 1071), the weakened empire had to
deal with another wave of invaders in the Balkan area — the Normans in the West and the
Pechenegs and Cumans in the North. Dr. Marek Mesko's main goal was to describe and
analyse the military and, to some extent, political measures taken by the emperor to deal
with the difficult situation in which the Byzantine state found itself at the time. As he himself
points out, his research was also intended to support one of the two basic views existing in
scholarship about the person and rule of the aforementioned autokrator — a positive one,
according to which he was the saviour of the empire, or a negative one, according to which
his incompetent rule significantly prolonged the crisis of the state. Based on the results of His
work, the Author comes to the conclusion that he can significantly support the first option,
and thus positively assess Alexios' actions and confirm his reputation as a capable and
strong leader and an ingenious and skilled, yet pragmatic, military commander (pp. VI-VIII,
377). | emphasise this fact not coincidentally, as in this way the Applicant goes beyond
strictly military issues by contributing to a broader discussion of the reign of the most famous
Komnenos, apart from the fact that by doing so He fits perfectly into the classical Roman
valuation of an efficient ruler — a military victor — and the Kaiserkritik, typical for Byzantine
literature. The Author reports that the research on the topic undertaken took more than a
decade, although it grows out of his doctoral dissertation on the so-called second Byzantine-
Pecheneg war (1083—1091), thus becoming a significant development of those early
interests. Undoubtedly, this fact makes Marek Mesko a mature specialist in the subjects
discussed and in the early period of Alexios' reign.

This quite extensive monograph (441 pp.) is conceptually divided into seven chapters,
preceded by an Introduction and culminating in a general Conclusions. Chapters Two and
Three serve, in my opinion, as a kind of extended introduction, a necessary background,
before going into a detailed consideration of the emperor's subsequent wars with invaders,
discussed in parts Four (the war with the Normans), Five (the struggle with the Pechenegs)
and Six (the Cuman invasion). The Seventh chapter is a kind of mirror image of the Second
one, as it presents the state of the imperial army at the end of the struggles discussed, i.e. its
evolution during the presented conflicts and the final defeat of the threats in the Balkan
territory. This conception of the work seems to me fully justified, logical and persuasive.

Thus, in the Introduction (pp. 1-9), the Author emphasises the vital importance of the
reign of Alexios | Komnenos, who, in fact, devoted his entire adult life to offsetting the



negative effects of the Byzantine defeat at Mantzikert on the state, before moving on to
discuss the most important scholarly studies that have dealt with the 11th century and the
reign of this ruter and concluding the necessity of revising them.

The Second chapter (pp. 11-50) addresses, mainly based on contemporary literature
on the subject, the development of the Byzantine army and fieet in the 11th century, the
characteristics of its troops, its command structure and the strategci themselves. In
discussing the latter issue, a clearer source motit appears, as the Author relies on selected
Byzantine military manuals (the anonymous work on strategy, Lec the Wise's Takiika or
Kekaumenos' Strategikon) to point out the requirements for commanders, which | personally
find particularly interesting. Dr. Megkeo points to @ paradigm change, until the 10th century
based on the thematic system, which then began to decline, to the increased mobility of the
imperial armies in the following century, which resuited in new conquests in the East, and to
their unpreparedness for the clash with the Seljuk Turks. The same applied to the imperial
fieet, which had de facfo ceased to exist in the period before Alexios' accession to the throne.
It is worth adding at this point that this fact was particularly unfortunate for the Byzantine
Empire, since the rule over the seas and through them the support of strategically important
ports. isolated from the rest of the Roman lands, was a typical policy of the empire and
allowed it to maintain its influence in distant territories, remaining under foreign rule (cf. p.
379). In the context of the signifikance of Manzikert, | would point to a habilitation work by
Jack Bonark, unknown to the Author™. '

In the short Third chapter (pp. 51-55), the Author takes a closer look at the history of
the Komnenian family and Alexios' early military career, making it clear that his successes
and effective command of the army in the West guaranteed him a reputation of a capable
leader, which ultimately paved the way for his rse to the throne. As | have already
mentioned, these two chapters are intended to give a context for the central part of the book,
devoted to the overcoming of ofd (the condition of the state, including the army), and
completely new (the Norman and Pecheneg invasions and, a little later, the Cumans),
problems by the new ruler. In other words, they showed the state he found when he
ascended the throne.

The Fourth and most comprehensive chapter of the monograph (pp. 57-200), and the
first of the three that form the ‘heart’ of the book, is devoted to a detailed analysis of the
struggle between the Byzantines and the Normans between 1081 and 1085. Based on an in-
depth analysis of the various seurces and a diseussion in contemporary schelarly
publications, the Author characterises in detail the three main phases of the conflict, namely
the Nomanian invasion and the Battle of Dyrrachion in 1081, Boemund's offensive of 1082-
1083 and Guiscard's final attack of 1084—1085. | have no doubt that these considerations,
particutarly with regard to military matters, constitute, next to the book by Georgios
Theotokis?, the most modern study of this conflict in contemporary scholarly literature. Even
so, the works of Jarostaw Dudek and Tomasz Petech could be useful in some aspects®.
From the conclusion of the work (p. 383), | deduce that, due to the advanced publishing
process of His book, the Applicant could no use in the characterisation of Macedonia's
geagraphy and geo-historical road network the TiB volumes published in 2022 by Peter
Soustal®.

* J. Bonarek, Bizancjum w dobie bitwy pod Manzikert. Znaczenie zagrozenia seldzuckiego w
polityce bizantyriskiei w Xi wieku [Byzantium at the Time of the Battle of Manzikert. The Meaning of
the Seljuk Power for the Byzantine Policy in the XI-th Centuryl], Krakow 2011,

2 G. Theotokis, The Norman Campaigns in the Batkans, 1081~1108, Boydell Press 2018.

3 J. Dudek, .Cafa ziemia dymrachenska” pod panowaniem bizantyriskim w latach 1005-1205
[. Fhe whole Pyrrakhion land” under the Byzantine ruie between 1005 and 1205}, Zielona Géra 1999;
T. Petech, Obraz .obcego” w  Aleksjadzie” Anny Komneny. Przypadek Normanow [The Image of the
LOther” in Anne Komnene's Afexiad. The Case of Normans], Wroctaw 2016,

* P. Soustal, Tabula Imperi Byzantini, Bd. 11, Makedonien, Siidlicher Teil, Bd. -, mit
Beitragen von Andreas Pilz und unter Mitwirkung von Mihailo St. Popovié, Wien 2022.



In the Fifth part of the book (pp. 201-306), Dr. Mesko focuses on the changing fortunes
of Alexios' struggle with the Pechenegs in the years 1083-1091. As in the previous part of
the monograph, the Author, on the basis of a meticulous analysis of source accounts,
establishes the course of the Pechenegs' invasions of 1083-1086, while at the same time
undermining the hitherto prevailing scholarly dating of the first invasion of imperial lands and
shifting it to 1083. This issue seems important to me insofar as it directly affects the already
ongoing Byzantine-Norman conflict, virtually forcing the Reman autokrator to wage a two-
front war. In the following section He analyses the course of events surrounding the invasion
of 1087 and the heavy battles with the invaders in 1087-1091. He characterises the
challenges faced by the imperial army in its clash with the nomads, the strategic and tactical
solutions employed by both sides of the conflict, and does not omit diplomatic issues. More
recently, Momchil Miadenov has written on the operations related to the Haimos massif, but
his work has been published in a local museumn publication and is difficult to access®. With
regard to the historical geography of the Thracian area, one could still refer to Krassimira
Gagova's study, and on the strategic role of Haimos in military operations to my own works®.

The Sixth chapter (pp. 307-350) econtinues the anaiysis of Byzantine fighting to the
north, this time with the Cumans, first reconstructing in broad terms the causes that led to
their invasion, before discussing in turn the occupation of Byzantine Paradunaven and the
struggles in Thrace. Traditionally, the Author draws attention to the battle strategies and
tactics employed by both sides, their effectiveness and the changes introduced in them, as
well as their consequences.

in the Seventh chapter {(pp. 351-375), which, as | have already indicated, forms the
buckle of the whole discussion and returns to the analogous thread taken up in the Second
part of the monograph, namely the condition of the Byzantine army and fleet, here in the first
period of Komnenos' reign. The Author argues persuasively that, although Alexios made
efforts to reconstruct the former power of the Byzantine army, the constant external threat in
the period in question, the financial crisis and the reliance on mercenary forces prevented
him from achieving significant success in this endeavour. He was therefore forced to focus
on ad hoc solutions aimed at resolving a specific danger threatening the state at a given
moment. As it turns out, only the Imperial fleet saw a more significant revival.

The work culminates in the Conclusions (pp. 377-383), in which the Applicant returns
to the fundamental issues highlighted at the very beginning of the book, namely how Alexios
and his reign should be evaluated in the chranological peried under discussion. The Author
emphasises that, in the light of the analyses carried out in the monograph, the emperor,
without doubt, belonged to the group of the most capable Eastern Roman military
commanders, and his accession to the throne prevented further disintegration of the state.
More than that, he even succeeded in leading it into a period of flourishing, rightly defined as
the Komnenian era. In addition, He addresses the issue of whether Alexis lost the eastern
territories of the empire and whether he could have recaptured them, pointing out that the
circumstances in which he found himself immediately after assuming power and for a period
of several more years, as well as Byzantium's scarce military resources in Asia Minor,
basically offered no chance of any reconquest in the East.

5 M. MnaneroB, CmaponnaHuHCKUSIT Pe2UOH U SUSEHMULICKO-NSYEHEXKUIME OMHOWEHUR 1pe3
smopama fonoguHa Ha X1 sex, MasecTus Ha PernoHanen ncropwiecky mysei - abpoeo” 3, 2015,
pp. 32-45.

® K. Tarosa, Tpaxus npes 6wneapckomo Cpednosexosue. Memopuvecka aeoczpaghus [Thrace
during the Bulgarian Middie Ages. Historical geography], Cocus 2002; K. MapuHos,
Cmpamezuyeckama pons Ha CmaponnaHuHckama U CpelHozopckama eepuzu @ ceemauHama Ha
6bneapo-auszadmuiickume socesHu combeuyu npes Vil-X1 eex [The strafegic role of Stara Planina and
Sredna Gora ranges in the light of the Bulgarian-Byzantine military clashes during the period of 7th—
11th c.], M3eectus Ha Pernonandus Ucropu-eckn Mysel — Mabposo” 2, 2014, pp. 111-134; idem,
The Haemus Mountains and the Geopolitics of the First Bulgarian Empire: An Overview, “3bopHuk
Pagosa Buaantonowkor Muctnryta” 51, 2014, pp. 17-32.



In His analysis of the particular conflicts, Dr. Me$ko adopted the following consistently
repeated arrangement of presenting the materials and problems — He first characterises the
so-called theatre of war, i.e. the geographical conditions and the associated road system in a
given area, then considers the chronology of the individual struggles, so that, having set the
events in time and space, He can move on to a detailed analysis of specific warfare. This
solution is understandable and logical to me. This is because it is impossible to analyse wars
in a reasonable way without considering the first two issues, especially for the most early
epochs, when geographical matters and the accessibility of a given area were decisive for
the war strategy and tactics adopted. Moreover, the layout used makes the Author's
deliberations fully legible. The Applicant also rightly draws attention {o the most important
urban centres in the territory, both the coastal ones, such as Dyrrachion and Thessalonika,
providing access to the Byzantine lands trom the sea, and the intand ones, such as Okhrid or
Kastoria, as well as the possibilities of supplying the amy with food in the given area (pp.
57-82).

| agree with the observation that the mountainous territories of Epirus and Western
Macedonia hampered the free movement of the larger military bands, forcing them to move
along routes imposed by the terrain, in addition to using pack animals rather than the classic
wagons. Similarly, when it came to the issue of traversing these routes in winter, when, due
to snow cover and low temperatures, they became impossible to cross at all. The Applicant
points out that military operations in such terrain were limited to partitioning, blocking
passages and controlling them, while the routes were defended by fortresses, difficult fo
access. As a result, extensive military operations could not be conducted in such terrain, and
they most often concentrated on sieges of the aforementioned strategic fortifications (pp. 65-
66). Personally, | would add that elevated terrain, apart from forests — and there were many
of the latter — was also perfect for ambushing an enemy moving along the valley bottom or
mountain gorge. In batiles on such terrain, the most important measure was to take up a
higher fighting position, so that the enemy could not only be observed and, if necessary,
reacted to, but also shot upon him from a height. Moreover, in the areas indicated, the large
numbers of troops did not necessarily represent an advantage. On the other hand, moving
under cover of the mountains often guaranteed concealment of operations almost to the last
moment. In the context of the so-called ‘mountain war’ discussed in the book, it would have
been possibie to turn to some, as indeed there are few, studies of this topic based on the
analysis of ancient and Byzantire military manuals’. Examples of Byzantine-Bulgarian battles
from the early medieval period and even from the turn of the 12th/13th century could have
been a good analogy and comparative material, ali the more so as they concerned armed
campaigns in the same areas as those discussed in the book under review, i.e. the area of
Macedonia and the Haimos Mountains®,

7 B, B. Kyuma, Teopus u npaxmuka eedenus 20pHO0 8OUHLI N0 JaHHEIM eu3aHmutickoll
noffemosiosiy, [in:] Boexras opzanusayus euszanmuickol usnepuu, Caukt-fetepGypr 2001, pp.
360-373; K. MapuHoB, [IpemMuHaaaremo Ha fraHuHCKUMe Npoxodu crioped su3aHmulickume u HaKou
aHmMuYHY mpakmamu 3a sogHRomo uakycmeo [The passing by the mountain Passes according to
Byzantine and selected ancient Works devoted to the Warfare], [in;] Boneapeko cpedHosekoeus.
obwecmso, epacm, ucmopun. CbopHuk & wecm Ha npodgh. d-p Munusana Kalmakamosa, pea. I H.
Hukonos, Cocua 2013, pp. 2056220, idem, Kak mpaBea 0a ce e00Am RAAaHUHCKU CPEKSHUS.
fMpenopery e HAaxou su3asmuilcku U aumuuny cmpamezuxoqy [How to fight in the mountains:
Recommendations of selected Antique and Byzantine military manuals}, “Bulgaria Mediaevalis™ 4/5,
2013/2014, pp. 363~381, idem, Przez wawozy i lasy. Armia bizantynska wobec trudno dosfepnych
obhszaréw w $wietle IX konstytuc;.- Takiyk Leona VI Madrego [Crossing forests and ravines: the
struggles of the Byzantine amy in difficult terrain in the fight of Constitution Nine of the Taktika by Leo
VI the Wise], "Acta Universitatis Lodziensis, Folia Historica” 99, 2017, pp. 11-32.

8 E.g. K Mapunos, ByrmosHuam Xemye. Macuebm kamo 6aza 3a Hanaderus u ybexuwe o
epeme Ha nupsume Acerneeyu [The Rebellious Haemus. The Mountain Range as an attack Launching
Point and a Refuge in the Period of the Early Assen Dynasty], “Enoxu” 23, 2015, no. 2, pp. 330-347;
idem, Mountain warfare in the Byzantine-Buigarian military struggles, the end of 107 — the beginning of



| fully support the statement that Haimos constituted the actual northern boundary of
the empire in the early reign of Alexios (p. 204), despite the fact that nominally Paradunavon
was part of the Roman state. Let me specify that, yes, the southern slopes of these
mountains do indeed descend steeply towards the Upper Thracian Plain, but only in their
eastern and central parts, while in the western part, the one north of Saridka/Sophia, it is
quite the opposite®. Furthermore, it should be clarified that ancient, Byzantine and largely
rmodern authors did not exclude the aferementioned Sarnena Gora (p. 204) from the Haimos
massif. Moreover, Sarnena Gora is the eastern part of the Sredna Gora massif, whose
proper, highest section is further west, towards the modern Sofia Valley. The Haimos also
included the area of the entire Pre-Balkan, i.e. the foothills lying fo the north of the Stara
Planina massif. The entire length of Haimos identified with Stara Planina is about 550 km,
and not 444 km as indicated by the Author (p. 204)'°. Although in reconstructing the road
network in the north-eastern part of the Balkans, the Applicant uses the authoritative work of
Peter Soustal and the article by Veselin Besevliev (pp. 204-205, 208), it should be
emphasised that there are studies that more precisely discuss the roads of that time,
especially when it comies te the seuthern slopes of eastern Stara Planina®' and the meuntain
passes there. Similarly, the most detailed description of the famous Via Militaris is offered by
two now-classic studies?, which cannot be replaced even by the good article by Klaus Belke
(p. 207, fn. 27).

In the book, Dr. Medko used 47 linguistically diverse source editions and 380 studies
by contemporary scholars, among which those published in Western European languages —
English, French and German — predominate (182, 84 and 36 publications respectively). Also
richly represented is the Modern-Greek literature (43 publications), less so the Russian and
ltalian works (8 and 4 publications respectively). Less well represented, however, are those
reporting in languages that do not belong to the group of so-called congress' ones (Slovak,
Czech, Polish, Bulgarian, Serbian and Romanian — 9, 4, 3, 3, 3 and 1 publications
respectively). Of course, the group of sources can also include those studies that present the
results of archaeological research, as well as sphragistic and numismatic data. The above
proportions are not surprising, as, on the one hand, they reflect the output of contemporary
Byzantine studies and the steadily increasing number of studies in English prepared by
scholars of different ethnic backgrounds, and, on the other hand, they show that the
Applicant himself is professionally prepared according to the classical standards in Byzantine
Studies, typieal for Western Eurepean or Greek education. The only questionable issue is the

11% century belween theory and practice (An outling), [in}] Esponetickuam Faousmox npel amopama
rronoguHa Ha X — Havanomo wa Xl eex. Memopus u Kynmypa, peg. B. Nosenes, I'. H. Huxonos,
Codma 2015, pp. 95-107; M. Salamon, The Belasitsa Battle or Belasitsa Military Operation?, [in:]
Esponelckuam 1Ozouamek.... pp. 108-141; K. Marinow, Across Haimos: Inconveniences and
Dangers in Crossing the Mountains of Bulgaria in the Middle Ages, "VTU Review: Studies in the
Humanities and Social Sciences” 2, 2018, no. 1, pp. 11-24.

° B. Hukonos, M. Mopgaviosa, Mnanunume ¢ Buneapur, Cogus 2002, pp. 28-29, 32.

% bidem, p. 9.

" X Momunnoe, fTemua u cenuupia cucmema mexdy Vicmowsa Cmapa [lnanuda U
Lpkecuama® IV-XIV e. (Bepbuwku, Puwkuy u Admocku npoxod) [Road and Setflement System
between Eastern Stara Planina and “Erkesiyata” IV-XIV c. (Varbishki, Rishki and Aitoski pass))], BapHa
1999; . Kosaues, Grrzapekume 3emu Mexou Mamouna Cmapa nnanuva u Cmpaddxa npss XIEXV
geK (ucmopukoc-apxeonocezuvecko vacnedeare) [The Bulgarian Lands between Eastern Stara Planina
and Strandzha in the 12th—14th centuries (historical-archaeological research)], Benuko TepHoBO
2002.

2 Vide J. K. Jiredek, Die Heerstrasse von Belgrad nach Constantinope! und die Balkanpésse.
Eine Historisch-Geographische Studie, Prag 1877 [reed. Amsterdam 1967} R. Myragumes,
Cmapusm Opym nipes ,TpaaHoseu epama” [The Old Road through . Trajan's Gate®], .Cnucanve Ha
Buarapckara akagemua Ha Haykute. Knod WeTopuko-dwnonoruden n Punocodcko-obuiectaen” 55,
1937, no. 27, pp. 19-148; see also: M. Popovié, Von Budapest nach Istanbul. Die Via Traiana im
Spiegel der Reiseliteratur des 14. Bis 16. Jahrhunderts, Leipzig 2006.






