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Richard Overy’s A History of War in 100 Battles adopts the current publishing fashion of exploring large swaths of history through a window of one hundred panes.  As might be expected of one of Europe’s leading and most prolific military historians, the essays are thoughtful, informed, contextualized, reliable, and unfailingly well written.  Furthermore, in the tradition of the 100-windows style, the volume is lavishly illustrated and elegantly produced.

The title does not quite predict the idiosyncratic choice of battles.  First, these battles illuminate warfare, not war.  Though some of the battles, such as Yorktown, Tsushima, and Dien Bien Phu proved decisive for the wars they served, the battles reveal little about the state of war existing between the combatants.  Professor Overy asserts in the introduction that battle stories convey something of “the truth that soldiers face when they are actually in combat,” but he does not elaborate on that truth nor highlight it in his battle narratives.   Instead, he distributes his stories among six categories of analysis--leadership, underdogs, innovation, deception, courage, and timing—themes that he sees as timeless.  

Many of the battles will be familiar to readers of this journal: Cannae, Austerlitz, Lepanto, Pearl Harbor, Normandy, Gettysburg, and Waterloo, for example.  Many, however, will seem new, such as Zhongdu, Clontarf, Ain Jalut, Kleidion-Strumitsa, Arsuf, and Tsaritsyn.   In general, the collection is strongly Eurocentric, reflecting perhaps its intended audience as much as Professor Overy’s predilections.  No less than seventy-four of the battles took place in greater Europe.  Of those that took place outside of Europe, all but four involved Europeans or Americans.  Fully ninety-four took place in the northern hemisphere.  Of course, most of world history has taken place in and around the Eurasian land mass, but the chosen battles clearly say more about Western warfare than about warfare in general.

The illustrations, combined with a large format, contribute to the impression of a coffee-table book.  And they also contribute to an unfortunate quality of a-historicism.  About sixty percent of the illustrations are paintings, engravings, or drawings, most of them by artists who were not present at the events or phenomena they depict.  A romantic painter of the seventeenth century distorts more than he illuminates the triumphs of Alexander the Great.   Still, the book as a whole is sumptuous, the history is lively and reliable, the organization scheme is useful, and the writing is vintage Overy.
