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FOR ROGER AND SUSAN HERTOG

Quid dulcius quam habere quicum omnia audeas sic loqui ut tecum?

(What is sweeter than to have someone with whom you dare to speak on
every topic as with yourself?)

—Cicero, De Amicitia
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INTRODUCTION

HOW CIVILIZATIONS DISAPPEAR

And on the pedestal, these words appear:
“My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings:

Look at my works, ye mighty, and despair!”
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away.
—Percy Bysshe Shelley, “Ozymandias”

THERE ARE LOTS of ways that states and their peoples can vanish from
history, and all sorts of causes explain their disappearance. Both nature—
earthquakes, tsunamis, volcanic eruptions, plagues, and climate change—and
humans sometimes wipe out vulnerable populations. Indeed, entire cultures
have often been obliterated, sometimes quickly, sometimes over decades. Yet
this book focuses on the rarer abrupt wartime destruction of a civilization, a
state, or a culture through force of arms, and uses as case studies classical
Thebes, Punic Carthage, Byzantine Constantinople, and the Aztecs of
Tenochtitlán. Its conclusions warn that the modern world, America included,
is hardly immune from repeating these tragedies of the past.

The wartime end of everything has usually followed from a final siege or
invasion. The coup de grâce predictably targeted a capital or the cultural,
political, religious, or social center of a state. And the final blow resulted in
the erasure of an entire people’s way of life—and often much of the
population itself. Strangely, the transition from normality to the end of days
could occur rather quickly. A rendezvous with finality was often completely



unexpected. Yet absolute defeat too late revealed long-unaddressed
vulnerabilities, as economic, political, and social fissures widened only under
wartime pressures. Waning empires rarely wished to accept, much less
address, the fact that their once sprawling domains had been reduced to what
the defenders could see from their walls.

Naïveté, hubris, flawed assessments of relative strengths and weaknesses,
the loss of deterrence, new military technologies and tactics, totalitarian
ideologies, and a retreat to fantasy can all explain why these usually rare
catastrophic events nevertheless keep recurring—from the destruction of the
Inca Empire to the end of the Cherokee nation to the genocide of a populous,
vibrant, and Yiddish-speaking prewar Jewish people in Central and Eastern
Europe. The continual disappearance of prior cultures across time and space
should warn us that even familiar twenty-first-century states can become as
fragile as their ancient counterparts, given that the arts of destruction march
in tandem with improvements in defense. The gullibility, and indeed
ignorance, of contemporary governments and leaders about the intent, hatred,
ruthlessness, and capability of their enemies are not surprising. The retreat to
comfortable nonchalance and credulousness, often the cargo of affluence and
leisure, is predictable given unchanging human nature, despite the
pretensions of a postmodern technologically advanced global village.

Even in our age of transnational wealth, an interconnected global
economy, Davos, the United Nations, thousands of nongovernmental
organizations, a rules-based international order, and major-power nuclear
deterrence, the fates of Thebes, Carthage, Constantinople, and Tenochtitlán
are not mere memories from a distant benighted past and thus irrelevant in
the present. Of course, no modern state enslaves the entire surviving
population of the defeated—one of the most effective ways in the past of
erasing a civilization—in the fashion of Alexander the Great with Thebes, or
Scipio Aemilianus with Carthage. And the United States at least is protected
by two oceans, a formidable nuclear deterrent of nearly sixty-five hundred
warheads, and the most powerful economy and military in history. How then
could it be reduced to nothingness by any enemy on the world stage?

Unfortunately, the more things change technologically, the more human
nature stays the same—a law that applies even to the United States, which
often believes it is exempt from the misfortunes of other nations, past and
present. This book makes clear, however, that there is no certainty that as



scientific progress accelerates and leisure increases, and as the world shrinks
on our computer and television screens, there is any corresponding advance
in wisdom or morality, much less radical improvement in innate human
nature.

The besieger of Tenochtitlán, Hernán Cortés, operated on the same
principles as did Alexander the Great, some 1,788 years earlier, in assuming
that almost all of the Aztecs he stormed would end up as serfs, slaves—or
dead. If the world is now intolerant for the most part of slavery, cannibalism,
and human sacrifice, nonetheless the tools of genocide—nuclear, chemical,
and biological—are far more advanced than ever before. And they are at our
fingertips. The years 1939 to 1945, with their seventy million dead, a mere
two decades after twenty million perished in “the war to end all wars” of
1914–1918, taught us once again that with material and technological
progress often comes moral retrogression, a lesson dating back to the
seventh-century BC warnings of the Greek poet Hesiod.

The twenty-first century has already experienced bloody wars in places as
diverse as Afghanistan, Chechnya, Crimea, Darfur, Ethiopia, Iraq, Lebanon,
Libya, Niger, Nigeria, Ossetia, Pakistan, Sudan, Syria, the West Bank, and
Yemen—all of which followed the end of the millennium genocides in
Cambodia and Rwanda. Yet these gruesome conflicts are not even the most
likely current flash points that threaten to draw in major powers possessing
weapons of mass destruction, including most notably the United States. In the
last few years alone, Russia has threatened to use nuclear weapons against
Ukraine, China against Taiwan, Iran against Israel, Pakistan against India,
and North Korea against South Korea, Japan, and the United States. Turkey
has talked of sending missiles into Athens and Israel, or solving the
Armenian “problem” in the manner of its forebears. These are just the threats
of bombs and missiles, as we head into the age of gain-of-function pathogens
and artificial-intelligence-guided munitions.

Note that the four ancient man-made Armageddons we discuss are
different from the mysterious disappearances, or the monumental abrupt
system collapses, of “lost civilizations” such as the Mycenaeans (ca. 1200 BC)
or Mayans (ca. AD 900). They are clearly not the same as smaller extinctions
like the mysterious ends of those on Easter, Pitcairn, or Roanoke Islands.1



Nor does the book focus on the gradual, internal decay that incessantly
wastes away a nation or empire, such as the dissolution and partial absorption
of fifth-century AD imperial Rome by the proverbial barbarians, and its slow
metamorphosis into Europe of the so-called Dark and Middle Ages. These
chapters are not studies of the political disappearances of state governments
or the changing names of peoples, such as the formal end of the nomenclature
and political existence of Prussia and Prussians, or Yugoslavia and
Yugoslavians. Even the actual destruction of an enemy state—with borders, a
government, and a unique history and culture—does not always equate to the
genocide of an entire people, although at times a victorious siege certainly
can result in mass death driven by racial, ethnic, or religious hatred.

But if states and cultures can be completely obliterated by wartime
enemies, then when exactly is a people defined as vanquished or ended?
When its nation is formally conquered, occupied, and its citizenry made
permanently subservient? Or, as this book argues, when a state’s government
disappears, its infrastructure is leveled, most of its people killed, enslaved, or
scattered, its culture fragmented and soon forgotten, and its space abandoned
or given over to another and quite different people.

Of course, nothing ever quite ends, at least in its entirety. Political
institutions implode. Culture wanes. Language lingers. And people scatter.
Nonetheless, a few survivors can run for a time on the fumes of past glory.
So, as we shall see, there can be gradations of “obliteration.” We must
examine carefully whether a Thebes or Carthage was really destroyed as
recorded—and indeed exactly what is meant in our sources by verbs like
“destroyed,” “razed,” and “leveled.”

From the fall of Troy to the atomization of much of Hiroshima, the
destruction of cities and occasionally their entire civilizations, as mentioned,
is unusual but also not yet a thing of our savage past. A small number of
these catastrophes still reverberate through the centuries. Sometimes these
obliterations changed the lives of quite different peoples, well beyond the
dead and enslaved. Millions far from ground zero grasped almost
immediately that the ripples of destruction would ultimately alter their lives
as well. Subsequent generations in retrospect realized these annihilations had
marked the abrupt end of an age and a transition to something quite different.
Whether the significance of an entire political system lost, a culture vanished,



or a distinct people erased became obvious in real time or only later, there
nonetheless remain certain similarities—and thus lessons—in these historic
wartime disappearances of whole societies.2

The size and wealth of the targeted population made a difference. The
ancient world rued the Athenian extinction of the tiny island of Melos and its
culture in 415 BC. But the classical Greeks did not equate a world without the
Melians with the loss of Hellenism, at least in the manner of the later razing
of a much larger and more influential Thebes or Corinth. The language,
literature, art, and science of the vanished, and their ability to transcend their
own borders also mattered. The world of Asia Minor and the Mediterranean
changed after the end of Byzantine Constantinople far more than following
the obliteration of the barbarian Vandals in North Africa, Sicily, and Italy.

The case studies here—the leveling of Thebes by Alexander the Great, the
erasure of Carthage by Scipio Aemilianus, Sultan Mehmet II’s conquest and
transformation of Constantinople, and the obliteration of Tenochtitlán by
Hernán Cortés—all marked the end of cultures and civilizations. They were
seen so by contemporaries and later generations alike. Alexander brought a
close to the Classical Greece of hundreds of independent city-states with the
extinction of Thebes and its inhabitants. The implosion of the independent
city-state inaugurated a very different subsequent Hellenistic era of imperial
kingdoms and values.

The destruction of Carthage and Punic civilization in Africa saw the
disappearance of the last major obstacle to a Roman Western Mediterranean.
Its obliteration brought North Africa into the West, and accelerated Rome’s
transformation from a republic to an imperial power. The fall of
Constantinople confirmed the decline of the Mediterranean world as the
nexus of European commerce. The loss of the city ended the formal European
presence in Asia, even as it helped to inaugurate in the opposite direction a
new Atlantic world dominated by Portugal, Spain, France, and later Holland
and England. Cortés’s annihilation of the Aztec Empire and its capital
Tenochtitlán normalized the crushing of independent native states in the
Americas while birthing a new Spanish-speaking civilization there, one
neither altogether indigenous nor Spanish.

Often a great city—usually a capital, defined by its prior political
centrality and influence or size and wealth—becomes a synecdoche, a



shorthand to later generations for the collapse of its entire civilization. Of
course, the players involved did not always realize the transformational roles
they were playing. It is doubtful that Alexander ever thought about razing
Thebes as anything much other than the erasure of a rebellious annoyance, a
roadblock holding up his long-planned invasion and looting of the Persian
Empire.

Similarly, Scipio Aemilianus, for all his supposed subsequent remorse and
his philosophical pretensions, was likely more concerned with not damaging
his own political career by failing to demolish Carthage after his two
immediate and inept predecessors had faltered. Mehmet II appeared to have
some idea of the historical and cultural significance of the fall of
Constantinople, as he announced that he was now the only and rightful heir to
the Roman Empire. But even the sultan did not foresee that his own choices
would spur Western Europe to conquer the world by sea to avoid Ottoman
Kostantiniyye’s increasing control and disruption of East-West
Mediterranean trade. Cortés envisioned his conquests in terms of career and
financial interests, along with magnifying the power and name of his church,
his king, and himself.

Chapter 1 reviews the fate of the city of Thebes, renowned in both history
and myth. In 335 BC, the Thebans not only revolted against the Macedonian
occupation of Greece, but defiantly dared Alexander the Great to take the
legendary city.

He did just that, after a brief but savage one-day battle. He then quite
unexpectedly enlisted other conquered Greek city-states to ratify his decision
to raze the city, kill off most of the adult males, sell the surviving captives
into slavery, and allow neighbors to appropriate Theban territory. Thereby
Alexander ended for good the ancient citadel of Cadmus, mythical founder of
the hallowed city.

More than just Thebes itself was destroyed. The annihilation of the
Thebans marked the iconic finale of the entire era of independent city-states
that the rebellious Thebans had sought to save. After the obliteration of
Thebes, one empire or kingdom succeeded another on Greek soil—first
Alexander and his Hellenistic Diadochoi (“Successors”), then Rome and



Byzantium, then the Ottomans, and finally the independent Greek monarchy.
Yet the creative polis civilization of the golden age, not just of Thebes but of
Athens and the rest of Greece as well, vanished after Alexander.

Chapter 2 explores the lethal rivalry between Rome and Carthage that
culminated in 146 BC, some 189 years after the end of Thebes, when the
Carthaginians likewise disappeared as a people, thus marking the end of the
Third Punic War. Punic civilization itself vanished with its capital city. Like
the Thebans, they perished by siege, after their once distant frontiers had
collapsed to just the city’s suburbs. The once Mediterranean-wide
Carthaginian language, literature, and people receded to only distant
memories in the Greco-Roman centuries that followed.

Carthage in its three Punic Wars had fought Rome too long and become
too vulnerable. Its existence became perceived as not so much an existential
danger as a constant irritant to Rome. Its fate was mostly irrelevant to others.
And Rome sought an opening to extinguish an economic rival and
appropriate its wealth. The fall of Carthage, and the almost contemporary
destruction of Corinth and creation of Roman provinces in Greece,
traditionally were seen by historians as both the emblematic cessations of the
Hellenistic kingdoms and the beginning of the Roman Mediterranean world.

The most infamous of wartime extinctions was the destruction of
Byzantine Constantinople on May 29, 1453,“Black Tuesday,” the subject of
chapter 3. While the Greek language and Orthodox Christian religion
survived scattered in southern Europe and in the outlands of Asia after the
fall of the Byzantine Empire, the millennium-long reality of an Eastern,
Greek-speaking Roman Empire and attendant cult in Asia Minor disappeared
—despite Russia’s later claims of reestablishing a third Christian Rome.
Constantinople had survived and more or less recovered from the brutal sack
by Western knights of the Fourth Crusade in 1204. But it would not rebound
from the far more ambitious agenda of Sultan Mehmet II, who would finish
off Byzantine civilization, and appropriate and transform its renowned
capital.

The Ottomans harbored a hatred of Christianity. They had assumed rightly
that Constantinople was old and weak and mostly long abandoned by
Western Christendom. After the end, Hagia Sophia, the largest Christian
cathedral in the West for seven hundred years, became the greatest mosque of



the Islamic world. There were never again to be Byzantines, the Greek city of
Constantinople, or even the idea of any cohesive Christian, Greek-speaking
Hellenic culture in Asia. The Greek shell of the sacked city remained, given
its strategically invaluable site at the Bosporus. But now it was to be
absorbed as the new dynamic capital Kostantiniyye of the ascendant Ottoman
Empire, and in modern times renamed Istanbul.

From a global perspective, the fall of Constantinople marked the end of
the Eastern Mediterranean–centered world, the transference of Hellenic
power and influence to Renaissance Europe, and soon, the beginning of the
Atlantic era. In 1444, a near decade before the city fell, Portuguese explorers,
trying to find a maritime route around Ottoman control of the Mediterranean
and the land routes to Asia, had already reached the westernmost point of
Africa. Well south of the Sahara, they were beginning to circumvent Muslim
control of trade with the African Gold Coast. By 1488, they had reached the
Cape of Good Hope, ensuring Europeans soon had direct access to trade with
Asia. In 1492, a mere thirty-nine years after the fall of Constantinople,
Europeans discovered the New World.

Like “vandal,” “Byzantine” as a living concept survives today only as an
adjective. It is used inexactly and unfairly to convey the supposed
inefficiency and intrigue of fossilized, bloated bureaucracies. Otherwise, the
Byzantines receded into the collective Greek memory. The idea of a living
Byzantium reemerged only once, as an ephemeral fantasy. After the
dissolution of the Ottoman Empire in 1918, the Hellenic dream of the
Μεγάλη Ιδέα (Megali Idea or “Great Idea”) gained increased impetus, but
then soon afterward died for good. This new incarnation of the Megali Idea
had envisioned a twentieth-century Panhellenic Aegean, once more united by
Greek-speakers in Asia Minor, the Greek mainland, the Islands, and the
northern Egyptian coast. It was crushed by Turkish nationalist Mustafa
Kemal Atatürk’s army at the final conflagration in Smyrna (1922), and
finished off by the nascent state of Turkey.3

The savage work of Hernán Cortés in destroying the Aztec Empire is the
concern of chapter 4. When the siege of the city was finished in 1521, there
was no longer a concept of an Aztec people or a majestic indigenous capital
at Tenochtitlán, nor a Venice-like island city of canals. Indeed, there was
little left except subsequent mythologies of a lost Aztlán homeland in the US


