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[Χρονικὸν περὶ τῶν Τού ρκων Σουλτά νων] 

‘Chronicle of the Turkish Sultans’ 
 (Early 17th Century) 

 
EDITION HISTORY AND DATING OF THE MS. 
S. de Ricci discovered this anonymous Greek codex containing the lives of Otto-

man sultans in the Vatican Library in 1907. The manuscript of eighty-four folios be-
longed to the library of Cardinal Antonio Barberini (1607-1611), received the formal 
designation ‘Codex Barberinus Graecus 111’,1

 
and was assigned the title Historia Im-

peratorum Turcorum.  It was  subsequently examined by Spyridon Lampros2 and by 
Gyula Moravcsik,3 who  immediately  realized  its  importance.  Its Greek  text was  fi-
nally published in toto in 1958 by G. T. Zoras with the title Χρονικὸν περὶ τῶν Τού ρ-
κων Σουλτά νων, a variation of de Ricci’s original  title.

 
To  this day  the Barberinus 

Graecus 111 remains  the sole surviving copy of  this work and  it  is both acephalous 
and  incomplete.  It  further  contains  a  considerable  lacuna  at  the  end  of  Murād  II’s 
(1421-1444, 1446-1451) vita. In an accompanying note, the author/copyist addresses 
the reader in his only personal note where he states clearly that he is copying from a 
prototype: “There were some pages missing from  the original at  this point. I do not 
have the end of Sultan Murad’s life. He was the tenth ruler.”   Absolutely nothing is 
known about  its authorship, original  title, and place of composition;  inferences can 
only be made through internal evidence. 

The editor of the Greek text proved beyond doubt that the anonymous author was 
familiar with some Italian and Latin literature. Eventually it became evident that the 
author  had  utilized  Bishop  Leonardo  Giustiniani’s  (d.  1459)  eyewitness  account  of 
the siege and conquest of Constantinople  in 1453 by Meḥmed II (1444-1446, 1451-
1481).4

 
It remains unclear, however, whether  the author was familiar with  the Latin 

text of Leonardo (d. 1459) or with one of its Italian paraphrases that came to light in 
the sixteenth century.5

 
Moreover, he was not aware of Pseudo-Sphrantzes (Makarios 

Melissourgos-Melissenos)  who  produced  his  influential  Chronicon  Maius  ca.  1580. 
In  addition,  he  was  unaware  of  the  monumental  Turcograecia  of  Martinus  Crusius 
(Martin  Kraus;  d.  1607),  which  appeared  in  1584.6

 
Judging  by  his  language,  the 

author  was  not  educated  and  he  was  not  working  through  scholarly  tradition  and 
scholarly  works  to  produce  his  opus.  In  his  edition,  Zoras  attempted  to  establish  a 
terminus ante quem for  this composition and he chose  the year 1532, as  the  incom-
plete text states that the janissaries occupied Korone in the Morea and hold it “to the 
present day.” (Andrea Doria, however, held Korone in 1532-1534). In 1966 Elizabeth 
Zachariadou convincingly demonstrated that the Greek text of this work was heavily 
dependent on the second edition of Francesco Sansovino’s (d. 1586) bestseller.7

 
The 

date proposed by Zoras had to be revised drastically, as the second edition of Sanso-
vino appeared in 1573. In addition to Sansovino, Zachariadou demonstrated that the 
Chronicle had also utilized the popular work attributed to (Pseudo) Dorotheos. Zacha-
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riadou  reasonably  concluded  that  the  text  must  have  been  produced  sometime  bet-
ween 1573 and 1625. 

Soon  afterwards  Monsignor  P.  Canard  discovered  three  additional  folios  of  the 
original text, which Zoras published in 1966 including one of the “new” passages de-
scribing the events that transpired from 1596 onwards during the reign of Meḥmed III 
(1595-1603).8

 
Thus  it  was  safely  concluded  that  the  text  of  this  Chronicle  reached 

into the seventeenth century but not beyond 1671, the year of Cardinal Antonio Bar-
berini’s death. 

 
THE MANUSCRIPT AND THE AUTHOR 
The manuscript is full of grammatical mishaps and errors in spelling and accentu-

ation, which were tacitly corrected in Zoras’ edition. The general style of the compo-
sition is vivid. This work does not entirely correspond to the historiographical schools 
prevalent  in  the  sixteenth  and  the  early  seventeenth  centuries.  One  tradition  in  the 
Patriarchate of Istanbul produced works with heavy ecclesiastical emphasis, more or 
less  in  the Byzantine  school, utilizing a  linguistic  idiom  from antiquity mixed with 
current, spoken features: Damaskenos the Stoudite,

 
Makarios Melissourgos-Melisse-

nos  (=Pseudo-Sphrantzes),  Theodosios  Zygomalas,9  Hierax,10  the  anonymous  chro-
nicle entitled Ἔκθεσις Χρονική,11 and  the Malaxos family.12

 
The  importance of  this 

school can be gauged by the fact that some of its members, directly or indirectly, con-
tributed to the composition of Crusius’ Turcograecia.13

 
A second scholarly “school” 

of historiography flourished in the west and is best represented by the work of Laoni-
kos Khalkokondyles. This school composed its work in the ancient idiom solely. Our 
author, however, is not a scholar and had no evident connection with the humanistic 
environment of Italy or with the ecclesiastical school of Constantinople.14 

The  author  seems  to  be  a  Greek  (as  attempts  to  make  him  an  Italian  with  some 
Greek knowledge who spent time in the Levant,15

 
perhaps engaging in spy activities, 

have not found a wide appeal16). He has preserved, in his original passages, his own 
views castigating the social conditions of the late Byzantine society. Thus we encoun-
ter an unprecedented record of the views that he shared with other, “average,” Greeks 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, quite apart from the transmitted scholarly 
accounts.  Byzantine  writers  and  intellectuals,  like  their  predecessors  in  classical 
antiquity, belonged to the upper, landed classes; their literature, for the most part, was 
an aristocratic expression of the views of the nobility. The anonymous author of this 
codex has preserved for us the views of the majority. It is in fact in his account of the 
siege  of  Constantinople  in  1453  that  our  author’s  sharp  observations  and  personal 
views are expressed. 

 
THE CONTENT 
The  narrative  presents  a  goldmine  of  information  and  detail  for  the  history  of 

southeastern  Europe  in  the  early  Renaissance.  It  is  not  just  a  collection  of  random 
lives and biographies of Ottoman  sultans and goes beyond personal history  to  treat 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the gradual advance of the Ottomans through digressions into the history of the Bal-
kans and southeastern Europe. Numerous personalities are involved in this drama be-
yond its nucleus, the sultans, and they range from Timur-i lenk (“Tamburlaine”) the 
Mongol  (d. 1405)  to  the  Albanian  George  Scanderbeg  (d. 1466),  the  Transylvanian 
John Corvinus Hunyadi (d. 1456), the Wallachian Vlad the Impaler (the prototype of 
our Dracula) (d. 1476), and the numerous Palaeologi.  

The work has no title and begins with the rebellion of Sawdji (May 1373) during 
the  reign of Murād  I  (1359-1389) and  follows  the  reigns of  the sultans  to  the early 
years of the reign of Selīm I (1512-1520). The most detailed account is that of the life 
of Meḥmed II and his conquest of Constantinople; the life of the Conqueror amounts 
to one third of the whole text. The author has a general knowledge of the Porte and a 
certain familiarity with  the Ottoman military system,  judging by  the numerous Tur-
kish terms and titles that he records in a Hellenized dress: aga, akıncı, azab, begler-
beg, cellad, çelebi, divan, hünkar, etc. Yet, he was neither a scholar, nor an eyewit-
ness  to  the events he relates. His narrative  is a popular account digested from other 
sources and presents a popular view. 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