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			The Battle of Lepanto


			Key information


			

					
When: 7 October 1571


					
Where: Gulf of Patras, near Lepanto (known as Naupaktos in Greece today)


					
Context: The conflict between the Christian West and the Ottoman Empire throughout the 16th century


					
Belligerents: The Holy League consisting of Spain (and its Italian possessions, namely Naples and Sicily), the Republic of Venice and the Papal States, against the Ottoman Empire


					
Commanders and leaders:
	Don Juan of Austria, the Grand Admiral in charge of the supreme command of the Western fleet (1545-1578)


	Uluj Ali, admiral in charge of the left wing of the Ottoman fleet (1520-1587)







					
Outcome: Victory of the Holy League


					
Victims:
	Western camp: approximately 7 500 dead and 20 000 wounded


	Ottoman camp: approximately 30 000 dead or wounded, and 3 500 prisoners







			


			Introduction


			On 7 October 1571, off the port of Lepanto, two gigantic fleets came face to face. On the one side were the ships of the Holy League, a recent and relatively fragile alliance of the Papal States, Spain and the Republic of Venice; on the other side, the immense and formidable Ottoman fleet.


			This meeting was one of the consequences of the rise of violence against Christians. Angered by the repeated attacks of the Ottoman fleet and especially by the seizing of the island of Cyprus a year earlier which belonged to the Republic of Venice, they decided to attack the Ottoman Empire. However, the Christians were not very confident, and rightly so: the men they faced were seasoned fighters who had long demonstrated their effectiveness at sea.


			At noon, when the Christians rose the banner of the Holy League on the orders of the great admiral Don Juan of Austria and the Muslim side fell to their knees in prayer, tensions became palpable. Aware of their overwhelming numerical superiority and made confident by their many successes in fighting at sea, Admiral Ali Pasha (died in 1571) and his men rejoiced in anticipation of their victory.


			Yet, the naval battle, which would remain one of the largest in history, concluded in a way that defied all odds: after a few hours of heavy fighting, the Ottomans, to their great surprise, were thrown off balance. Their fleet was destroyed, and the Christians, in a mixture of surprise and relief, celebrated their victory.


		




		

			Political and social context


			The fight for control of the Mediterranean


			Since the day they seized Constantinople from the Byzantines in 1453, thereby causing the fall of the Eastern Roman Empire, the Turks focused all their efforts on expanding their territory in Eastern Europe, as well as in the Mediterranean basin. Not content with controlling most of the African coast and standing a good chance of becoming the masters of the Eastern side, they moved more and more regularly towards the Western Mediterranean.


			From the early 16th century, the Turks multiplied raids on the Italian and Spanish coasts, to the great displeasure of the Kingdom of Spain. After looting the coastal towns and villages, they left laden with new riches and humans destined for slavery or ransom. Many countries felt threatened by this empire that continued to gain ground. 


			Spain, which had long suffered from attacks, made a first attempt to slow the advance of the Ottoman Empire, sometime after the abdication of the German Emperor Charles V (1500-1558). It was then decided that the territory, the Italian possessions and the Netherlands would be inherited by his son, Phillip II (1527-1598), while the imperial title would be returned, two years later, to the brother of Charles V, Ferdinand I of Habsburg (Archduke of Austria, King of Hungary and Bohemia, 1503-1564). Anxious to follow in the footsteps of his father, Philip II quickly became the new representative of Catholicism. To prove himself, he got involved on two fronts:
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