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1: INTRODUCTION 

The reason for choosing Procopius and John the Lydian ( or Lydus, as he will be 

referred to for convenience hereafter) for this study of the reign of Justinian is that 

they both provide contemporary accounts from within the imperial system and portray 

different persepectives on the reactions to radical change. In this regard, it will be 

argued that Procopius reflected a reactionary aristocratic point of view and Lydus a 

bureaucratic one, yet their origins were similar. In his useful content analysis on the 

work of Lydus, Carney describes him as a representative of the sub-elite. Although the 

work of other sources contemporary to the reign of Justinian, or dealing with it 

directly in the later Byzantine period, will be referred to, the comparison in this 

discussion has been made between Lydus and Procopius for a number of reasons. 

Firstly, Procopius is by far the most detailed and comprehensive source for the reign 

of Justinian extant. Moreover, although he doesn't emphasize the role of Christianity 

in this period in the same manner that those writing ecclesiastical histories and world 

chronicles do, 1 he has left us with three very different works from different 

perspectives on Justinian's reign, yet bearing a commonality. Lydus in turn, although 

not producing a classic of literature as such, has left us with three works detailing 

aspects of the Roman use of the calendar, portents and the functioning and history of 

the civil service. 

The two works that I shall be considering in the most detail will be Procopius' Secret 

History (or Anecdota, hereafter S.H.2) and Lydus' On the Magistracies (referred to for 

convenience by its Latin title De Magistratibus, abbreviated to De Mag.). 3 At first 

glance, the former appears unique in classical literature, yet it will be argued that it 

was not entirely without precedent and needs to be seen in its literary and historical 

context. Furthermore, the emphasis that it places on administrative history makes it a 

suitable comparison to Lydus. The latter, however was less controversial, but reveals 

1 Eg. John Malalas, Evagrius Scholasticus, John of Ephesus or the Chronicon Paschale, 

2 All the Secret History and Wars translations are from the Loeb edition translated by H.B. Dewing, 1935. 

3 Although the convention has been to refer to Lydus' work by its Latin name, the Secret History is alternately 
been referred to by its Latin and English names. I have chosen to refer to Lydus' works by their Latin names and 
Procopius' works by their English ones. I have also referred to all of the wars under the title Wars. Therefore, 
Wars 1-2 is the Persian War (sometimes referred to as BP), Wars 3-4 is the Vandal War (BV) and Wars 5-1 is the 
Gothic War (BG). Wars 8 is simply referred to as Wars 8. 
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unique details about one writer's attempt to understand what Justinian's changes 

meant and what their effect on the Praetorian Prefecture was (which by the reign of 

Justinian had become the most powerful magistracy in the empire). 

A brief mention of some of the other important sources for Justinian's reign that reach 

into the periphery of this discussion: Firstly, Peter the Patrician. He was magister 

ofjiciorum from 539-565 and came from Mesopotamia (Martindale, 1992: ill B 994). 

According to Wars 6.22.24, he was sent on a mission to Italy in 534 and was captured 

by the Goths and held hostage until 539. It was on his return that he was appointed 

magister ojjicorum and given the title patricius, from whence he gets his name.4 He 

wrote, before Lydus, a treatise dealing with the administration from a theoretical and 

philosophically secular point of view, published approximately between 548-552 

(Cameron, 1985:248). In De Mag.2.25, Lydus describes him as a "great thinker in all 

things and a firm instructor in general history". In addition, he wrote a history of the 

Roman Empire, possibly ending with the death of Constantius II and a description of 

his diplomatic mission to Persia in 561 (used by Menander Protector) (Martindale, 

1992: ill B 998). His works only survive in fragments and are known indirectly 

through other sources, 5 though these are useful for the administrative history of this 

period (Tsirpanlis, 1974: 486). John Malalas wrote a Chronographia (World 

Chronicle) from a Christian standpoint (though not an ecclesiastical history) that 

stretched from Adam to 563,6 probably finished during the reign of Justin II. This is 

where the narrative breaks off, though fragments survive in Constantine VII 

Porphyrogenitus for several years after this.7 A useful source for the early years of 

Justinian's reign is Marcellinus, who served as cancellarius for Justinian before he 

became emperor and is known for the Chronicle that he wrote, 8 intended to continue 

from St Jerome's account (ie. from Theodosius I) to Justinian's accession in 527. His 

4 In S.H. 16.5 Procopius claims it was arranged by Theodora as a reward for his alleged involvement in the murder 
of Amalasuntha. As magister officiorum, he was effectively foreign minister and was sent on several missions by 
Justinian to the Persians and the Goths (Martindale, 1992: III B 994-8). 
5 Especially Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus. 
6 A convention established by Eusebius ofCaesarea's Chronicle. 

7 Martindale notes that the Chronicle had initially ended with the death of Justin I, but that Book 18 was added to 
cover the reign of Justinian, written after the death of Justinian (Martindale, 1992: III A 662-3). Judging by the 
frequency with which it is mentioned, he worked in Antioch and then from the 530s, in Constantinople. The 
definitive work on Malalas is Croke and Scott's Studies in John Mala/as (Byzantina Australiensia: 1990). 
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account was extended to 534 and presents a favourable image of Justinian (probably 

for taking him into his service), including a useful passage sympathetic to the 

"official" position on the Nika revolt. 9 Cassiodorus also mentions a lost work in four 

books that he wrote, describing a journey from Constantinople to Jerusalem called De 

temporum qualitatibus et positionibus locorum. 

For the later years of Justinian's reign, Agathias is the principal historical source. He 

continued with his Historia where Procopius had left off on the reign of Justinian, 

covering the period 552-559, and emulated the style of the Wars. 10 He lived in 

Myrina, in Asia and was a contemporary of Paul the Silentiary. Before writing history 

he had been a poet and apart from his own lost verses, he collected a selection of 

poems by his friends called the Cycle of Agathias (only fragments of this now survive 

through other works) (Martindale, 1992: III A 23-5). 11 Another poet useful for secular 

history (especially in Africa) is Flavius Corippus. Although very little is known of his 

life, 12 he wrote poems praising John Troglita and and was encouraged by the quaestor 

Anastasius to celebrate the accession of Justin II with a panegyric, containing a 

detailed description of the ceremonies. 13 Of the later historical sources, Evagrius 

Scholasticus wrote an Ecclesiastical History at the end of the sixth century covering 

the period 431-594 AD; Menander Protector wrote his Historia in the last quarter of 

the sixth century, covering the period 557-582 (but only surviving in fragments); and 

Theophanes the Confessor wrote a Chronographia in the ninth century intended to 

follow George of Synkellos covering the period 284-813 ( although particularly useful 

for the period after Justinian, 602-813). It is in the context of these often fragmentary 

8 See Brian Croke's Count Marce/linus and his Chronicle (2001: 30-5). 

9 This is further considered in the discussion on the Nika riot. 

10 Other contemporary sources include, Romanos, Leontios and Cosmas Indicopleustes. See also L.S.B. Mac 
Coull's Dioscorus of Aphrodito: His work and his world. (Berkeley: 1988) on Dioscorus of Aphrodito, who 
visited Constantinople in 550. 

11 See Cameron, Alan and Averil's "The Cycle of Agathias" in the Journal of Hellenic Studies 86 (1966: 6-25). 

12 See Baldwin's "The Career ofCorippus" in Classical Quarterly 28 (1978: 372-6). 

13 The definitive work on this poem is Averil Cameron's Flavius Cresconius Corippus, In laudem Iustini minoris 
/ibri quattuor (London: 1976). She argues that its importance lies in its description of the transition from a 
classical to a post-classical Byzantine state, represented in the ceremonial surrounding the accession of Justinian's 
successor. 
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surviving texts and broken narratives, especially concerning the military details and 

civil organization of the state, that the importance ofLydus' and Procopius' almost 

complete secular accounts can be more fully appreciated. This will not be a complete 

account of the reign of Justinian, and reference will be made to the chief events, 

personalities and policies only insofar as they help to determine the respective value 

systems of Procopius and Lydus and the purpose for which they were writing. The 

establishment of their value systems and their divergent appraisals of Justinian's 

administration will therefore be the primary goal of this discussion. Both authors were 

writing during a period of considerable repression and persecution of minority groups, 

thus their own beliefs are carefully veiled under the genre and content of their work. In 

the opening chapters of the Secret History, Procopius confesses his own nervousness 

and inhibitions that he faced in the composition of the work. 

Before the era of the likes of Camey and Cameron, most of the writers who have used 

Procopius and Lydus in their works have quarried them for important source material 

as opposed to studying them for their own sake. Consequently much has been taken 

for granted concerning the intention of these two writers. 14 The Secret History was 

not available for study until 1623 but it was only first described as an important 

historical source in Gibbon's Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, a work though 

now outdated and one-sided, is still a classic of historical writing for its breadth and 

scope. In chapter 40 of his work Gibbon states: 

"According to the vicissitudes of courage or servitude, of favour or disgrace, 

Procopius successively composed the history, the panegyric, and the satire of his own 

times. The eight books of the Persian, Vandalic, and Gothic wars, which are 

continued in the five books of Agathias, deserve our esteem as a laborious and 

successful imitation of the Attic, or at least of the Asiatic, writers of Ancient Greece. 

His facts are collected from the personal experience and free conversation of a 

soldier, a statesman, and a traveller; his style continually aspires, and often attains, 

14 
As Averil Cameron states in the introduction to her important work on Procopius (Cameron, 1985: ix), the 

primary works on Procopius have, until the 1960s, been those by Dahn (Prokopius von Casarea, 1865) (which she 
considers to be an important foundation work, but perhaps somewhat outdated now by more recent studies) and 
the Pauly-Wissowa article by B.Rubin (1957). This latter article went a long way towards establishing the 
importance of the Secret History as a source in its own right, in opposition to Gibbon's harsh judgements 
regarding the work. This article is in the strong tradition ofnineteenth-century German source-criticism. 
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to the merit of strength and elegance; his reflections, more especially in the speeches, 

which he too frequently inserts, contain a rich fund of political knowledge; and the 

historian, excited by the generous ambition of pleasing and instructing posterity, 

appears to disdain the prejudices of the people and the flattery of the courts. " 

(Gibbon, O.U.P.: 249). 

A short while later he writes: 

"Disappointment might urge the flatterer to secret revenge; and the first glance of 

favour might again tempt him to suspend and suppress a libel, in which the Roman 

Cyrus (namely Justinian) is degraded into an odious and contemptible tyrant, in 

which both the emperor and his consort Theodora are seriously represented as two 

demons, who had assumed an human form for the destruction of mankind. Such base 

inconsistency must doubtless sully the reputation, and detract from the credit, of 

Procopius; yet, after the venom of his malignity has been suffered to exhale, the 

residue of the anecdotes, even the most disgraceful facts, some of which had been 

tenderly hinted in his public history, are established by their internal evidence, or the 

authentic monuments of the times" (Gibbon, O.U.P.: 250) 

This portrait of Procopius and Gibbon's interpretation of his works (especially its 

summary of the superficial characteristics of the Secret History) indicates the manner 

in which Procopius and his works were perceived until he began to be studied as an 

individual and not simply as source material. It is typical of Gibbon first to reflect the 

orthodox view (namely that the Secret History subverts Procopius' acceptability as an 

historian) and then to present a counter-position that the Secret History may in fact be 

grounded in historical reality. In the second passage quoted, Gibbon's rhetoric reflects 

the reality that Procopius did liken Justinian to Cyrus in respect of his capacity as 

empire-builder and dynasty-founder, and not to Alexander, who had traditionally been 

assumed to be the ideological forerunner of the Roman emperor, while Cyrus was not 

always given the same honour. Yet in Wars 2.2.15, Procopius likens Justinian to 

Cyrus and also to Alexander and here Procopius is not being overtly critical of 

Justinian. Furthermore, in Buildings 1.1.12, Cyrus is cited as the best king in history 

according to tradition. Procopius goes on to say that there may have been exaggeration 

concerning Cyrus and Justinian may be better than him. However, this comparison 

seems arbitrary for both Cyrus and Alexander were extending empires over regions 
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that were not previously theirs, whereas Justinian claimed to be reconquering territory 

that which rightfully belonged to the Romans. 15 

While the problematic nature of the Secret History discouraged serious engagement 

with the text, interest in De Magistratibus had to wait until scholars began to take a 

serious interest in the workings of the Byzantine bureaucracy. Interest in Lydus as an 

author was even slower to develop. However, there are some seminal works that have 

been written since World War 2 that have greatly contributed to an understanding of 

these writers and the context in which their works should be read. For Procopius, the 

definitive recent work is Averil Cameron's Procopius and the sixth century (1985) 

which, among other things, clearly emphasizes the importance of considering all of 

Procopius' works in context and to see them as a whole rather than as widely 

divergent individual works.16 For Lydus, there are two primary modem works that are 

critical. The first of these is Michael Maas' John Lydus and the Roman Past ( 1992), 

which emphasizes the importance of the genre of antiquarianism in Lydus' work. It 

considers the importance of tradition as well as the influence of paganism, classical 

philosophyrs and Justinian's policies on Lydus' three surviving works. The other is 

T.F. Camey's excellent and groundbreaking work Bureaucracy in Traditional Society: 

Romano-Byzantine Bureaucracies viewed from within (1971 ). 17 Camey's work 

demonstrated the potential of using the technique of content analysis as an application 

for ancient history, one that has since become a crucial part of historiographical 

research. The value of content analysis is that it is a technique that can handle certain 

questions that would otherwise be difficult to answer, such as those concerning 

personal value-systems, preoccupations and bias. It is an objective means of analysis 

15 Furthermore, Gibbon believed the highpoint of the Roman Empire to fall within the reigns of Antoninus Pius 
and Aurelius and that the steady decline since that era could largely be attributed to the influence of Christianity. 
Perhaps the greatest contribution of Gibbon's review of the Secret History was that by referring to the facts being 
"established by their internal evidence", he saw both an internal consistency in the work and was able to a certain 
extent to distinguish between rhetoric and history. 

16 Other works include J.A.S. Evans' The Age of Justinian: The circumstances of Imperial Power (1996) and R. 
Browning's Justinian and Theodora (1971), for although they do not exclusively discuss Procopius, they provide 
a basic background to his works and their portrayal of Justinian. They explain the underlying reasons behind his 
policy of reform and reconquest and provide a brief account of the initial success yet ultimate failure of Justinian's 
attempts to secure the continued existence of the Roman Empire in the West. 

17 Carney also published Content Analysis (B.T. Batsford: 1972), dealing with the specific methodology of content 
analysis. Though the method had been around long before Camey, it had not been used as a tool by ancient 
historians. 
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that can identify patterns in the totality of the material that can assist in the 

formulation of more qualitative questions and hypotheses. It consists of an extremely 

careful and close analysis of a work in a quantitative manner to arrive eventually at 

qualitative conclusions. 18 An important element in this process is the observation of 

the incidence with which certain words, phrases or concepts are used. For instance, in 

De Mag. 3.27, Lydus says that he made a handsome profit as an exceptor of 1000 gold 

coins which he won ac6~povro<;: a thorough content analyst would investigate how 

often Lydus uses that word and what other expressions he uses to refer to his means of 

unofficial income. Such an analysis inevitably yields information that would otherwise 

be either unclear or unavailable. However, this technique does have its limitations and 

is somewhat less applicable when considering issues such as target audience, authorial 

intent and genre. 

The structure of this thesis will be based on the reactions of Procopius and Lydus to 

radical change and the manner in which they represented Justinian's attempt for a 

great revival of Roman culture. It will begin with a brief description of the life and 

career of both Procopius and Lydus and the extent to which their experiences and 

cultural background affected their presentation of Justinian's reforms. Following this 

is a brief overview of the chief individuals of the regime, as they are presented by 

Lydus, Procopius and the other sources. This will be complemented by a discussion 

concerning the style of these works, considering the issues of geme, target audience, 

sources and influences and general accuracy. In doing so it will underline the 

importance of taking both writers' works as a whole, so that the Secret History and De 

Magistratibus can be seen in the proper literary and historical context. Following this 

will be a discussion on certain aspects of the bureaucracy and government that 

Procopius and Lydus chose to comment on, as the structures and individuals Justinian 

used to maintain control and enact his reforms. This will be followed by a description 

of Procopius' and Lydus' portrayal of his enactment of those reforms and their 

consequences. In addition to referring to the Nika riot and the wars of reconquest, 

mention will be made of the plague, as it was used as a vehicle for commentary on 

Justinian's regime. Although of great importance in its own right and the subject of 

18 The use of content analysis has been facilitated by the availability of machine-readable texts, analytical 
programmes and computer-generated concordances. 
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much debate in legal history, the codification of the law will not be considered in any 

depth and will be referred to only so much as it comments on other Justinianic policies 

under discussion In addition, there is no detailed discussion of Justinian's building 

program, for although a fundamental part of his policy of reconstructing the empire, it 

is not dealt with by Lydus and therefore is not suitable to the comparative needs of 

this discussion. Consideration will also be given to other contemporary sources and 

popular opinion on the realization of Justinian's policies. In this regard the Nika riot 

and the plague are useful gauges for measuring popular opinion towards Justinian. For 

many of the chief events of Justinian's reign (including those of military importance: 

the reconquest of Africa, the disaster of the Italian campaign and declining relations 

with Persia) in addition to the policies, purges and persecutions greatly affected the 

social, economic and religious life of the average individual in the empire.19 The 

thesis will conclude with an overview of the importance of antiquarianism in sixth 

century culture and the precedent it set for Justinian's politics, as well as an attempt to 

elicit the value systems and purposes ofLydus and Procopius from the issues that 

have been discussed. It will be proposed that, while far from being objective, these 

two authors betray a more thorough understanding of the complexity of Justinian's 

reforms than has been attributed to them. 

19 There is a marked lack of graffiti evidence from this period, perhaps due to the upheaval that followed it 
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2: THE ORIGINS AND CAREERS OF PROCOPIUS AND L YDUS 

The name of Procopius was not entirely uncommon in the Near East in the early sixth 

century. The historian shared it with a governor from Antioch (Martindale, 1992: II 

921-22) and a Sophist from Gaza who wrote a commentary on the Old Testament and 

as well as a panegyric on the emperor Anastasius. By tracing back the path of his 

career, we can deduce that he was born in approximately 500 AD. He states himself 

that he was born in Caesarea in Palestine. 20 According to evidence in Menander 

Protector and Agathias, he was trained as a rhetor (Martindale, 1992: ID B 1060) and 

in 527 he was given the important post of being consiliarius ( or the assessor, as well 

as personal secretary and legal advisor) to Belisarius, who had become dux 

Mesopotamiae at Dara in 527.21 In 533 he continued as Belisarius' secretary on the 

Vandal Expedition in Africa22 and apparently remained as such until 540, or 542 

(based upon his descriptions of his own movements). Although he refers to a close 

relative in S.H. 1.2, virtually nothing more is known of his family or class origins. 

From this progression of appointments it seems likely that he was neither poor nor 

particulary wealthy and came from the landowning provincial class. In this respect he 

may have had a similar origin to Belisarius, although the latter was from Germania 

and not the Near East.23 His appointment as Belisarius' personal secretary was a 

singular honour. The significance of this appointment cannot be over-emphasized, for 

it gave Procopius the unique experience of both being present at Belisarius' military 

campaigns and of having an insider's view of the events that influenced official policy 

(as described in the opening passages of both the Secret History and the Wars). 

In Wars 1.1.3-5 he states:24 

20 Wars 3.58.2-3 

21 Wars 1.12.24 

22 Wars 3.14.3 

23 Wars 3.11.21 

24 !Cat oi ai>'tcp ~'l>V111t1.0'ta't0 1tCXV't(J)V µaA.tO'ta 6'1>Va'tot; OlV 'ta6£ ~'l>'Y'Ypclljfat 1Ca't' ell.AO µAv oi>6ev, lS'tt 6£ 

au-tcp ~'l>µ~O'UMp TlJ)'llli£vq> BEA.tcrapiq> 'tql O'tpa't'll'YC9 crxe66v 'tt &1tacrt 1tapayeveo8at 'tOir; 1t1!1tpayµevott; 

~'l)V£1tl!OE. IIpe1tl!tV 'ti! Tt'YE\'tO PTl't0pt1C'fi µev 6etv6'tT1'ta, ltOtTl'ttlCTI 6£ µ'1>8o1t0itav, ~'l>'Y'Ypacpn 6£ aA.i,8Etav. 

'tai>'ta 'tot oMe 'tO'I> 'tOOV oi tr; l!x.yav £1tt't~Eirov 'tCX µox91Jpa CX1t1!1Cp'U'lfa'to, IXA.A.CX 'tCX 1tiicn ~'l)Vl!VEX8£V'ta 

e,cacr'ta a1ept~Aoyo-6µevor; ~'l>Veyp«x'lf<X'to, ei'te ei> ei'te n11 ell.An ai>'totr; eipyacr8at ~'l>VE~TI-
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"Furthermore he had assurance that he was especially competent to write the history 

of these events, if/or no other reason, because it/ell to his lot, when appointed 

adviser to the general Belisarius, to be an eye-witness of practically all the events to 

be described. It was his conviction that while cleverness is appropriate to rhetoric, 

and inventiveness to poetry, truth alone is appropriate to history. In accordance with 

this principle he has not concealed the failures of even his most intimate 

acquaintances, but has written down with complete accuracy everything which befell 

those concerned, whether it happened to be done well or ill by them. " 

The prologue of the Secret History begins by stating that he needed to conceal certain 

facts in the Wars, despite the assertion in the latter that he has concealed nothing.25 

These apparently contradictory remarks are an indication of the ambiguity that is 

present throughout both works, and that perhaps holds the key to understanding their 

true relationship to one another. Procopius accompanied Belisarius on his first three 

campaigns to Persia, Africa and Italy and remained with him even after Belisarius had 

been recalled after the capture ofRavenna.26 He may have been with Belisarius on his 

second eastern campaign but was in the capital in 542 to witness the plague.27 

Although Procopius was not the only sixth century writer to deal with the plague, it is 

largely through his presence in the city ( and his wish to emulate the detail of his 

literary model, Thucydides) that we possess such a vivid and graphic account of that 

plague.28 It is possible that he was with Belisarius on his second Italian campaign in 

544, but this is questionable as he provides a far less-detailed account in the Wars than 

that of previous campaigns. In the Secret History he explains his disappointment with 

the course of those events and complains ofBelisarius' "bad luck" in this campaign:29 

25 S.H. 1.1 

26 Wars 6.29.32 

21 Wars 2.22.9. 

28 The plague was the cause of such tremendous loss of life that few writers of the time could ignore it in their 
work. It is described with great emotion by John of Ephesus through the Chronicle of Pseudo-Dionysius ofTel­
Mahre and Evagrius Scholasticus in his Ecclesiastical History 29. Gregory of Tours describes its effects on 
Western Europe in his History of the Franks 5.34. 

29 E1t£WT( µ£V't0l EV 'l'tCXAii;x EYEVE'tO, de; iiµ,£pav £1C<X<!'tl)V a1t' havnac; ai>'tip 'tU 7tpayµa-ra excnpei, e,rei oi 
6iapp-ft611v -ra EiC 8eo-0 1t0i..Eµia riv. 
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"However, when he got to Italy, matters kept going wrong for him every day, because 

the hand of God was definitely against him" (S.H. 4.42) 

A short while later he complains ofBelisarius never finding a secure foothold in Italy 

from which to wage war and thus wasted his time with sailing about the Italian 

coastline. 30 

We have virtually no reference to the name Procopius for the next fifteen years. This 

period saw the publication of his literary work. It is likely that he was at work on the 

Wars (and possibly parts of the Secret History) during the 540s, editing notes that he 

had compiled while in Belisarius' service (Evans, 1996b: 301). It is quite possible that 

the portion of the Wars covering the period of him being Belisarius' personal secretary 

may have even been completed as early as 545 and the later portions (with the 

exception of Wars 8) updated as the events occurred. 

There is a reference in the Suda to a Procopius who, in 560, was given the highly 

coveted rank of illustris (giving him active membership of the Senate). Martindale 

(Martindale, 1992: III B 1062) argues that, as he was an assessor of an illustrious 

office, Procopius may have been awarded this title after retiring (Cameron, 1985: 12). 

John ofNikiu (writing in the late seventh century in Egypt'1) claims that Procopius 

was a patrician and a prefect. 32 One may suppose that such a rank could have been 

further reward for an illustrious career. However, there are no other such references in 

any of the other sources and the confusion probably arose concerning another 

Procopius, who is mentioned by John Malalas and Theophanes as having been the 

interrogator of the conspirators in the plot against Justinian in 56233 (Martindale, 

1992: ill B 1066). It is quite possible that Procopius died shortly after the publication 

of the Buildings, as nothing further is heard from him. The year 565 saw the deaths of 

both Justinian and Belisarius, the latter of whom was approximately the same age as 

him.34 

30 S.H. 5.1 

31 Fragments of his text only survive in an Ethiopian translation ofan Arabic translation of the original Greek. 

32 "A learned man named Procopius the patrician. He was a man of intelligence and a prefect, whose work is well 
known", John ofNikiu Chronicle 92.20. 

33 John Malalas Chronicle 494, Theophanes Chronographia 6055 

34 Agathias refers to Belisarius as being elderly in 559. Agathias Historia 5.15.1, 16.1 
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The three works that are known to have been written by Procopius and have survived 

are the Discourses on the Wars (abbreviated simply to Wars), the Buildings and the 

Secret History. The Wars consists of eight books and gives a detailed account of the 

various campaigns ofBelisarius. Two books deal with the Persian War in 

Mesopotamia, two with the war against the Vandals in Africa and three with the 

Gothic War fought in Italy. These books deal individually with the events in each area 

as they pertained to the relevant campaign. They follow Belisarius' conquests down to 

the year 551. An eighth book was included afterwards as a general update that covered 

the events in all of these areas simultaneously until 554. The terminus post quem for 

the completion of Wars 1-7 is therefore 5 51. The problems in placing a precise date 

for this final book of the Wars will be considered shortly. Although there are several 

other valuable historical records from the period that have been mentioned, the Wars 

is the most authoritative and complete guide to the political history of the early sixth 

century from a Byzantine point of view. This is due to the fact that it is both extremely 

descriptive and comprehensive in its account of the events, as well as having the 

advantage of being based on Procopius' own personal experience.35 

The Buildings consists of five books that deal comprehensively with Justinian's 

building program throughout the Empire. The composition of the Buildings in the 

550s also raises several questions. There is a debate as to whether it was written in 

554/5 or 559/60. The argument for the earlier date rests largely on two pieces of 

evidence. 36 The first is that the Buildings fails to mention the revolt of the Samaritans 

in 556, or the Tzani in 557. As Evans argues, these represented failures in imperial 

policy and would not have been appropriate to the tone of the rest of the work (Evans, 

1996b: 304). However, the failure to mention the collapse of part of the dome of the 

Hagia Sophia in 558 could not have been just an oversight. Procopius relates how, 

during the building of the Hagia Sophia, the emperor offered divinely inspired advice 

to his builders as to how to overcome certain difficulties that they were experiencing 

35 Wars 1.1.1 
36 Stein was the first to dissent from Haury's placement of the Buildings in 560 (Stein, E; Histoire du Bas-Empire 
II: 720). 
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with the construction.37 The church therefore stood as a testament to the special 

relationship between Justinian and God. The irony of the dome's subsequent collapse 

would not have fitted the style of the panegyric (Evans, 1996b: 304-305). The 

argument for the later date is also based on two pieces of evidence. The first is that the 

Buildings mentions repairs to the Anastasian Wall that may have been needed after an 

attack by the Kutriger Huns in 55938 (Evans, 1996b: 304). The second is that the 

Buildings includes a reference to the building of a bridge over the Sangarios river. 

According to Theophanes the Confessor in his Chronographia (writing in the early 

ninth century), the construction of the bridge only began in the 550s, therefore 

implying that the Buildings must postdate it. 

However, Stein dismissed Theophanes as being unreliable regarding the construction 

of the bridge and argued that the repair of the Anastasian Wall could refer to an earlier 

Bulgar raid of 540 (Stein, 1949: 720). 39 The best compromise for this debate seems to 

be Evans' suggestion that the first book of the Buildings was a panegyric predating the 

collapse of the dome, while the following books were added later, possibly due to 

encouragement from Justinian (Evans, 1996b: 304). Furthermore, as Cameron argues, 

the jubilant mood of successful reconquest in Italy and confidence in a lasting peace 

with Persia that was prevalent in the imperial court of the early 550s would also have 

been more in keeping with the celebratory nature of the Buildings (at least in the first 

book), as opposed to the tired, uneasy and rather paranoid years at the end of the 

decade, when Justinian's reign was drawing nearer to its close, even though these 

years were not marked by any specific conflicts or persecutions on the scale of those 

of earlier decades (Cameron, 1985: 10-12). 

Regarding the eighth book of the Wars, Evans makes a convincing argument for its 

placement in 557 (Evans, 1996b: 306). The chief evidence to support this lies in the 

reference to 4600 pounds of gold that were given in tribute to the Persian king over a 

37 Buildings 1.1.66-78 

38 Buildings 4.9.9-13, also Greatrex, 1994: 109 

39 Another alternative offered by Michael Whitby is that the work belongs to 560-1, after the dome had been 
repaired, and omits any reference to the collapse so as to avoid giving offence. (Whitby, 1985: 143) 
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period of eleven years and six months after 545.40 Greatrex argues that the amount 

given need not be taken as an accurate amount and that elsewhere Procopius gives 

approximate amounts where he is not sure of the exact figure (Greatrex, 1994: 106-7). 

However, the former argument is far more convincing as it does not refer to a rounded 

off amount, but rather to a specific figure (unlike the other example cited by 

Greatrex).41 Furthermore, the argument that the passage concerning the Black Sea in 

Buildings 6.1.8 refers the reader to Wars and is meant specifically to refer to Wars 8.6 

(Greatrex, 1994: 105) is not problematic if the later date for the last five books of the 

Buildings is accepted. 

The most controversial of all of Procopius' works is undoubtedly the Secret History. 

It is quite possible that Procopius may have intended the Secret History to be a form 

of appendix to the Wars, for this would account for the general consistency in 

accuracy between the two works as well as the fact that one work does not simply 

repeat the content of the other. The accuracy and detailed descriptions of the events in 

the Wars imply that at least part of the work was probably composed while on 

campaign with Belisarius and was edited later (Evans, 1996b: 301 ). Procopius makes 

many cross-references between the Secret History and the Wars and, although there do 

not appear to be any forward references to the latter in the former, this is not 

surprising as Procopius seems to have wished to keep the work fairly secret. 

Moreover, Procopius only began the Secret History in the later stages of the 

composition of the Wars and this work betrays no hard evidence of later editing by the 

author.42 In addition, his opinion of Theodora seems to have altered slightly over the 

period of the composition of the Secret History, yet he makes no attempt to establish a 

continuity of opinion through the work. However, this apparent change in attitude 

towards Theodora may be illusory, as her general absence in the later part of the 

Secret History could be due to the fact that she was already dead by its composition43 

and he wished to devote the final part of his vitriolic attack to Justinian personally. In 

40 Wars 8.15.17 

41 Wars 1.11.40 

42 There is a distinct absence of any later editing, for in several places Procopius makes promises to relate certain 
events that he never fulfils (eg. S.H. 1.14 and 11.33). 

43 Theodora died in 548. 
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the final passage of the Secret History he implies that Justinian is not dead yet and that 

his work (namely, that which reveals the truth) should only become public after the 

emperor's death:44 

"So when Justinian either, ifhe is a man, departs this life, or, as being the Lord of the 

evil spirits, lays his life aside, all who have survived to that time will know the truth" 

(S.H. 30.34) 

The Secret History was unknown to Photius or Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus45 and 

is first mentioned in the Suda (Evans, 1996b: 303). When Vatican librarian Nicholas 

Alemanni published the Anecdota (Secret History) in 1623 (from the Vatican Library), 

he treated the work as a collection of unpublished and miscellaneous notes perhaps 

never originally intended for publication in that form. The fact that Procopius may not 

have considered the work finished would certainly account for particular problems in 

the content of the Secret History, such as the absence of a direct reference to 

Theodora's death. The question of the authorship was settled when the authenticity of 

the work was established after the extensive stylistic analysis and commentary by 

Haury. Although the apparently great difference between the content of the Wars and 

the Secret History initially posed questions regarding their authorship, Haury managed 

to establish beyond any real doubt that the style of the two works is so innately similar 

and consistent that they could only be the work of the same individual (Haury, J. 

1962-65). Debate over the Secret History is now generally concerned with other 

themes such as the historical accuracy of the work, its reflection of general attitudes 

among the populace and attempts to reconcile its overall negative attitude with that of 

the Wars and the Buildings (Cameron, 1985:4-5). 

In many ways Procopius' Wars can be seen as a biography and general overview of 

Belisarius' career and, despite its negativity to him in many places, the Secret History 

as a supplement to this. For the very content and the level of detail and accuracy with 

which Procopius was able to describe events was largely a result of the fact that he 

44 61t11vi1ea O'UV i\ av8pCl>1to; &v 6 'looonvtavo; a1t£1..8n 'tOU !3\.ou, ft CX'tE 'tOOV 6mµ6vrov apxrov CX1tOA'UCJTI 'tOV 
!3\.ov, OCJOt 't'l1Vt1Ca6e 7tEpt6V'te; 't'Ul(OOCJt, 'ta1..118e; ElCJOV'tat. 

45 Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus was a tenth century emperor who wrote a Byzantine history, only fragments of 
which survive. Photius was a Greek scholar and was Patriarch of Constantinople from 857 to 886. He wrote a 
Bibliotheke, which serves as a useful reference to many ancient sources. 
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was an eyewitness of, and generally sympathetic to, the actions ofBelisarius. This 

may also explain why the events described in the Wars after 540 are given less 

attention than Belisarius' earlier glorious victories. The last books of the Wars are 

considerably shorter and far less filled with the military detail that characterizes the 

earlier ones concerning Belisarius' victorious campaigns. Although one may argue 

that this is due to the fact that Procopius was not actually present at the later 

campaign, it does not account for the overall change of style from an enthusiastic 

optimism to the resigned pessimism pervading the later books as well as the Secret 

History. Cameron believes that Procopius' enthusiasm waned after Belisarius failed to 

confront Justinian while he still had the advantage and Belisarius' subsequent 

supposed dismissal only enhanced his disappointment (Cameron, 1985:8). This 

bitterness on the part of Procopius may have some bearing on his approach in the 

Secret History in 550/1. For by this time, Procopius had fostered a great dislike for the 

imperial pair and his general attitude was significantly different to that when he had 

begun the composition of the Wars. It seems possible therefore that he wished to 

complete the Wars in the same style in which he had begun the work, although it had 

become simply a task in the recording of what he recognized to be important history, 

rather than his earlier personal zeal for championing the conquests of Belisarius. By 

this time, he may have been more concerned with producing a work that more closely 

portrayed his true feelings after 550/1 than the Wars ever could, thereby giving him a 

motivation to produce the Secret History. This would partially account for the acerbic 

satirical narrative and yellow page journalism found in the Secret History, as opposed 

to his rather formal, detached presentation of events in the last books of the Wars that 

served a different rhetorical purpose entirely. This attitude of Procopius at this time 

would also corroborate the dating of at least parts of the Secret History to 550/1. 

The opening passage ( or proem) states Procopius' purpose for the Secret History very 

clearly. The plan of the Wars was that it was to be arranged and narrated according to 

time and place. The first seven books follow this plan and are divided into three 

sections according to geographical area. However the eighth book does not follow this 

plan, as it is a summary of the events in all three regions. Furthermore, the Secret 

History has twenty references to Wars 1-7 but none to Wars 8. Evans argues that the 

similarities between the opening passages of the Secret History and Wars 8 implies a 
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connection and that because the farmer's stated aim is to comment on the period 

covered in Wars 1-7, it should come as no surprise that there is no reference to Wars 8 

(Evans, 1996b: 302). The primary argument for placing the composition of the Secret 

History in 550 that has been used since Haury's analysis has been Procopius' 

statement that Justinian's administration of the Empire had lasted thirty-two years. 

Although it is now widely accepted and uncontroversial that this number can be dated 

from 518 when Justin ascended the throne (though Justinian was effectively in control 

of the empire), as opposed to Justinian's official accession in 527, this does not settle 

the issue. The period of thirty-two years from 518 (ie. up to 550) has been taken as the 

date of composition, yet it is quite possible that this number refers instead to the 

period covered in the Secret History and is not a precise statement on its date of 

composition (Evans, 1996b: 302). This would certainly satisfy the position that it is an 

alternative approach to the events described in Wars 1-7 until 550/1. 

In terms of the relationship between the dates of the Secret History and the Buildings, 

there is a useful cross-reference that may provide a clue. One of the incidents that 

Procopius mentions in the Secret History as proof of God's rejection of Justinian was 

a flood on the river Skirtos46 that devastated Edessa, which he promises to describe in 

detail in a later work. There is no mention in Wars 8, yet there is a description of the 

flood on the Skirtos in Buildings 2.7.2-5. If one accepts the later dating of most of the 

Buildings, this cross-reference is quite useful and supports such a sequence. This of 

couse implies that while writing the Secret History, which was a blatant attack on 

Justinian, Procopius was also in the process of composing a panegyric to the same 

individual. 

Thus, as contradictory as they may at first appear both in style and content, the 

planning of the Secret History and the Buildings may have been almost simultaneous 

in Procopius' mind. It is certainly plausible that he would have been considering a 

means of further income after the Wars and the genre of panegyric may have been 

such an option. However, classical authors were not dependent on writing for an 

income, and their works were not "published" in the modem sense of the word. It 

46 S.H. 18.38 
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certainly seems unlikely that someone of Procopius' background and social status 

would have needed to write for any monetary reason. As Cameron insists on the need 

for scholars to take a broader view of all of Procopius' works together in context, the 

Buildings certainly seems much closer to Procopius' other works when viewed in this 

manner. Moreover, the question of Procopius' sincerity in the panegyric (or lack 

thereof) must surely be of less significance than the purpose for writing it (Cameron, 

1985: 9-12). For the very purpose of panegyric has never been one of presenting 

historical facts and achievements accurately, but rather to interpret the facts for the 

obvious (but never grossly inaccurate) glorification of the subject of the panegyric. It 

could also serve another programatic purpose, such as a display of gratitude for a 

favour, to be expectant of an achievement (such as a building program or a victorious 

conquest), or to challenge an emperor into a particular action or reform, as was the 

case in Pliny's panegyric of Trajan (Harvey, 1940:335). Justinian had already asked 

Lydus to write a panegyric for him (De Mag. 3.28) and the genre had regained 

popularity since Pliny47 and Statius' Si/vae and was readily seized upon by the orators 

of the Second Sophistic Movement (Such as Aelius Aristides). 

Furthermore, the composition of the Buildings was an important complement to that 

of the Wars as several writers (including Statius and Frontinus) had used these as twin 

criteria for judging emperors48
• Even if these works were indeed intended for different 

readerships, they were complementary for the author as three quite different means of 

expression. The basis of Cameron's argument therefore, is that the absence of freedom 

of expression under the Justinianic regime forced Procopius to write three rather 

different works that presented the imperial system from three different points of view 

in order to achieve the fullest degree of expression (Cameron, 1985: 11 ). While this 

may have been true, it is also probable that Procopius wanted to show his expertise 

over very different genres and therefore did not consider one work to be of inherently 

greater importance than the others. 

47 The Gallic corpus consists ofone speech by Pliny, and nine others dating from the periods c.289-321 and c.362-
389 AD (C.E.V. Nixon "Late Panegyric in the Tetrachic and Constantinian Period" in Croke and Emmett's 
History and Historians in Late Antiquity). 

48 D. Rogues in "Les constructions de Justinien de Procope", CRA.I 1998, 989-1001 notes that no previous 
emperor had done so much to deserve such a book. Justinian's record and the book were equally unique. Rogues 
notes that Procopius used the book for a series of geographical excursus in the style of Herodotus, Diodorus 
Siculus and Arrian. 

20 



This is a reasonable, convenient and quite feasible argument against the traditional 

view of Procopius' works that sees his Wars as being part of a strong classical 

historiographical tradition (beginning with Thucydides), the Buildings as pompous, 

over-flattering and long-winded (thus simply reserved as a source for prosaic 

historical detail), and the Secret History as a dark, personal attack on the imperial pair 

bearing little relation to the Wars (Cameron, 1985:4). 49 Cameron challenges these 

views by emphasizing that one must view all three works in context and that they 

must be understood in their relation to one another. Procopius has always been a 

valuable source for the reign of Justinian and the significance of the events he 

describes coupled with the lack of detailed biographical information has eclipsed the 

need for a study of own personal style, attitude and view of the genre in which he was 

writing (Cameron, 1985:3-6). 

A starting point for an analysis of Procopius' attitudes and the influences on him that 

are reflected in the Secret History, as opposed to his literary influences, is to consider 

the environment in which he grew to adulthood. In S.H. 11.25 and Wars 1.1.1 he 

states that he was a native of Caesarea in Palestine (and not from any of the other 

cities of the same name), as he himself implies in his defense of the natives of his 

land:50 

"And when a similar law was immediately passed touching the Samaritans also, an 

indiscriminate confusion swept through Palestine. Now all the residents ofmy own 

Caesarea and of all the other cities, regarding it as a foolish thing to undergo any 

suffering in defence of a senseless dogma, adopted the name of Christians in place of 

that which they then bore and by this pretence succeeded in shaking off the danger 

arising.from the law." (S.H. 11.24). 

49 The almost supernatural scale that Procopius assigns to the events he describes as well as the superhuman motifs 
he uses to describe Justinian (eg. S.H. 30:34) are closer to the Christian apocalyptic and eschatological writings of 
earlier centuries than to classical Greek and Roman works. 

so N6µo'I> 6e 'tO'U 'tOW'U'tO'I) Kat aµq,l 'tO~ l:aµapEi'tau; a'i>'ti.Ka 'tE8£V'toc; 'tapax.11 aKpt'toc; 'tTIV IlaA.atO"'tl.VllV 
Ka'tEA.a~EV. OO"Ot µEv O'UV EV 'tE KmcrapEi<,X tjj Eµfl K<XV 'tatc; aA.Amc; 1t6AEO"tV C\)KO'l>V, 1tapa (l)CX'UA.OV 
ll'Y'IJO"IXµEvot KaK01ta.8Eta.v nva 'i>1tep avofrto'I> q,tpEcr8m 66yµa'toc;, ovoµa Xptcrnavrov 'tO'U m:picrt 1tap6v'toc; 
ctV'taAA~a.µ_Evot up 1tpoax.i\µa'tt 'tO'IYtC!) 'tov EK 'tO'U v6µo'I> anoaEicracr8m Kiv6'1>vov i'.crx.ooav. 
This does not mean that all Samaritans pretended to be Christian. Furthermore, even if Procopius was not a 
Samaritan himself, he could still have been influenced by those for whom dissimilatio was a way of life. 
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Although he says very little else about it, it is reasonable to take Caesarea as a starting 

point for any further influences that would affect his value system and world view. 

Besides being the traditional capital of the province of Palestine and at the height of 

the Principate, the residence of the procurator, Caesarea was best known as a center of 

Christian Hellenism, founded largely upon a library containing the works of the early 

Church Father Origen (Cameron, 1985: 5). Pamphilus, the teacher of the Church 

historian Eusebius51
, was bishop of Caesarea in the early fourth century and was 

chiefly responsible for organizing this library. Eusebius himself also came from 

Caesarea and is ackowledged as one of its most important writers, as well as writing 

the first Ecclesiastical History. Later that century the city attracted numerous other 

illustrious scholars, including Gregory ofNazianzus (Cameron, 1985:5). 

Although its significance had waned considerably by the sixth century, it is likely that 

Procopius grew up well aware of his home city's intellectual heritage. Furthermore, 

the cosmopolitan nature of the city with its greatly mixed population of Greeks, Jews, 

Asiatics and numerous Christian denominations (particularly Monophysite) exposed 

Procopius to a wide range of cultural influences as well as religious and ethnic 

divisions at an early age. This first-hand knowledge of the reality of such a mixed 

society may, as Cameron argues, have given him sympathy for religious and cultural 

minorities causing him to condemn Justinian's persecution of them (Cameron, 

1985:5). However, Justinian's own relationship with these so-called minority groups 

often appears ambiguous. There is not enough evidence to support any assumption 

that Procopius' condemnation of official policy indicates that he was not a Christian. 

On the contrary, there is significant evidence throughout his works to show that he 

was Christian, or at least agreed with much of Christian ideology. 52 Moreover, he was 

pragmatic and (as S.H. 11.25 shows) did not believe that any belief or ideology was 

worthy of martyrdom, or even suffering for that matter. This attitude to ideology may 

imply a familiarity and perhaps even agreement with Stoicism, a philosophy which did 

not demand that one belong to a specific group or follow a prescribed set of practices 

and therefore may have appealed to Procopius' dislike of partisanship. As Averil and 

51 Eusebius lived from c.260-340 AD and wrote his Ecclesiastical History up to 324, in addition to his Chronicle. 

22 



Alan Cameron have argued, the evidence suggests that Procopius was religious, even 

if not openly proclaiming either Christianity or paganism.53 Neither can one assert that 

his condemnation of official policy is evidence of his being a liberalist and dissenter. 

Like Lydus, most of his surviving work indicates that he was a reactionary. 

It is most likely that Procopius' attitude of tolerance had been developed as a result of 

cumulative experiences from his hometown, his experiences on the frontiers with 

Belisarius, the Nika riots and knowledge of Christian politics. In his experiences on 

the frontier, he would probably have been exposed to Sassanid religious tolerance. 

The Persian empires had always allowed a certain degree of religious freedom and 

syncretism as they probably believed it to have a strategic advantage. 54 Although still 

maintaining the sacred triad in Zoroastrianism, the Parthian Arsacids set a precedent 

for the Sassanids and had adopted the cults of the regions they conquered in 

Mesopotamia. Furthermore, they had a particular sympathy with the Jews, who saw 

them as "true defenders of the faith" and whose own religion was consequently 

heavily influenced by that of the Parthians55 (Ghirshman, R, 1954: 272). 

In terms of the wide geographical extent of Procopius' experiences, it is likely that 

this would have helped to create a considerably different world-view in certain 

respects to that of someone such as Lydus, who was almost always in Constantinople, 

and any similarity between the two must be regarded as being of significance. In 

addition to helping to create this sense of tolerance that Procopius had, his experiences 

on the frontier may have also caused him to return as an embittered war veteran. War 

veterans often have difficulty in assimilating back into civil society and feel alienated 

and cheated by the home government. While this could certainly have been a 

significant factor in helping to create Procopius' hostility towards Justinian, Procopius 

did not do any fighting himself and much of his disillusionment and disappointment 

as expressed in the Secret History probably owed more to the recent disaster of 

52 Large portions of the Secret History use Christian symbolism and imply a familiarity with Christian ideas. 

53 In their "Christianity and tradition in the historiography of the Later Roman Empire" in Classical Quarterly 14 
(1964: 321-323) 

54 This had, to a certain extent, been adopted by Alexander the Great and inherited by the Romans. 

55 In the same manner, Zoroastrianism had influenced Judaism during the period of exile in the seventh century 
BC. 
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Belisarius' Italian Gothic Campaign. Yet his non-combatant role would not have made 

him immune to witnessing the usual carnage on the battlefield, and that experience 

could at least partially account for his depiction of Justinian as being bloodthirsty with 

the responsibility of millions of deaths on his hands. However, it is difficult to 

determine Procopius' immediate response to his experience on the front, for any 

emotion he may have experienced is buried beneath a rather dispassionate, military 

description of the progress of battle (eg. Wars 1.13). But he blames Justinian overtly, 

in S.H. 18.3 where he states:56 

"Now to state exactly the number of those who were destroyed by him would never be 

possible, I think, for anyone whosoever, or for God For one might more quickly, I 

think, count all the grains of sand than the vast number whom this emperor 

destroyed " (S.H. 18.3). 

Although this passage is representative of the portrait that Procopius creates of 

Justinian, it also served a more immediate purpose. In this instance he is referring 

specifically to the depopulation of Africa, and uses this rhetoric to emphasize his 

disappointment that Belisarius was not able to act at his best because under the direct 

control of Justinian. Yet one can only speculate as to what Procopius' personal 

reaction to the war might have been, for when he describes a battle scene he does so 

from the standpoint of military history, pointing out both the luck and skill of 

Belisarius (eg. Wars 6.23.17-28). 

Cameron further suggests that Procopius may have felt personally threatened in AD 

528/9 and 546, while writing the Wars, when many intellectuals of his own class were 

attacked on grounds of heresy and paganism (Cameron, 1986)57
• However, although it 

is plausible that Procopius did feel at risk during these persecutions ( despite his 

position of relative importance as an assistant to Belisarius), it seems insufficient to 

create the intense hatred that he displays for Justinian and Theodora in the Secret 

History. Even though these purges were supposedly carried out on religious and 

56 't() µh ouv µhpov e; 'tO a1eptj3e; q>paaat 'tIDV U7t' aU'tOU avnpriµevmv OUK av 7tO't£, µo\. 60K£t, 'tCOV 
7t<XV'tO)V 'ttVI. ft 'tQ) 9£q> 6uva'ta El'TI- eaaaov yap av n;, otµat, 'tT)V 1taaav ljlaµµov e!;apt8µ110£t£V ft oaou; 6 
jJaotA.E'i}; ou'to; avflp111ee. 

57 S.H. 11.15 
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ideological grounds and despite the fact that Procopius represents Justinian as having 

random bloodthirstiness, the very fact that they were directed at the upper classes and 

intellectuals implies that they must have been politically motivated. During the earlier 

purge of 528/9, Procopius may have felt concern for his peers but probably did not see 

any danger for himself, as he had only recently been appointed as assistant to 

Belisarius and therefore posed no threat. At this early stage even Belisarius himself 

had not yet proved himself (this was only to come during the Nika revolt). It is likely 

that this first purge was a consolidation by Justinian of his own power, as the old 

emperor Justin had only recently died. The second purge in the 540s however, must 

have caused Proco pi us considerable alarm. For by this stage, he was closely associated 

with Belisarius, who had already been disgraced and recalled from Italy (a move 

which Procopius claims was evidence of Justinian's jealousy and paranoia). Yet in the 

preface to his laws Justinian professes concern about the menace of predatory soldiers 

and corrupt officials to provincials. Thus Procopius blames Justinian for the lawless 

behaviour that Justinian himself was trying to stamp out. As is repeatedly evident in 

the Secret History, particularly concerning his treatment of schismatics and 

separatists, Justinian receives all the blame from Procopius for actions that he may not 

have been directly involved in. Even if Procopius had retained his position as a 

member of the landowning provincial class, his close association with Belisarius only 

increased his prestige and perceived importance within the imperial framework. It was 

a combination of many of these factors and events that led to his attitude in the Secret 

History, and perhaps a feeling that the imperial pair posed a very real and greater 

threat to his way of life and heritage than simply a short-term one of persecution under 

one of Justinian's purges. 

From his broader political attitudes as manifested in the Secret History, and to a lesser 

degree in the Wars, his reaction was probably the norm among the educated, 

landowning provincial upper class that had always suffered greatly from the financial, 

military and other demands made on them by the government. Although Procopius 

never states directly which class he belongs to, we can infer from his particular 

sympathy with these provincial landowners throughout his work that this was the 

group with whom he most closely identified. It may be true that he did not feel he 

entirely belonged to this class, for he did not share many of its characteristics. The fact 
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that he was a personal secretary to Belisarius singled him out from other provincials, 

who had sympathies with unorthodox Christianity and sought either administerial 

positions in the provinces or positions within the civil service. Thus although the 

origins of Procopius and Lydus were similar, the latter remained to a certain extent 

within his class, although he did not live in the provinces, while the former had moved 

into an almost undefined position where he was neither a member of the bureaucracy 

nor of the army (a so-called "sub-elite"), yet still betrayed his loyalties when speaking 

against persecution and the social cost of Justinian's' policies. 

All things considered, this landowning sub-elite may have suffered more under the 

reign of Justinian and Theodora than it had under any other emperor for at least two 

centuries. This is apparent concerning this class in Constantinople, but even more so 

when one considers the effects of Justinian's campaigns and policies on the 

landowning classes ofltaly. For while the Italian campaign may initially have 

presented the prospect of an easy victory, it dragged on for twenty years and resulted 

in a completely devastated country that became considerably worse off than it had 

been after the first barbarian raids by the Goths and Vandals during the previous 

century:58 

"And as to Italy, which has not less than three times the area of Libya, it has become 

everywhere more destitute of men than Libya. Consequently the estimate of persons 

likewise destroyed here will be fairly easy. "(S.H. 18.13-14) 

Although this reflects Procopius'view of the effect of Justinian's policy on Italy, he 

more fully describes the events in Wars 7.23. 

Despite the claim by Evans and Downey that Procopius had studied at Gaza, 59 

Cameron argues that there is no direct evidence for this and therefore we cannot 

conclusively determine whether the city's own intellectual environment had any 

further influence on Procopius' attitudes (Cameron, 1985:6-7). It is likely that 

58 'l'taA.i.a 6£ oux ~CJCJov i\ 'tpt1tA.a<1i.a At~-6~ ou<Ja ep~cx; lxv8promov 7tOA.A.q> µa,.,,.,ov E'tt i\ EKElVll 
1tav'tax68t 'YE'YEV11'tat. COCJ'tE 6it µhpo'll 'tOOV 1C<XV'ta'li8a lxvnp~EVIDV eyy'U8EV 11 611A.ro<Jt<; ECJ'tat. 

59 Downey in Gaza in the Early Sixth Century (1963: 112) and Evans in Procopius (1972: 31) proposed this, 
based on the assumption that Procopius wished to be an imitator of Thucydides and Gaza was a center of 
Thucydidean studies. 
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Procopius' education would have been the standard training in rhetoric and the 

imitation of classical authors. If historians are correct in placing Procopius among the 

class of the traditional educated elite (based on his political views as manifested in the 

Secret History and the fact that the name "Procopius" was a relatively common name 

within this social group) (Cameron, 1985 :6), it is presumable that he shared their 

prejudices and although loyal to the Byzantine imperial system, he was primarily 

interested in preventing the encroachment of autocracy over his own class. In Wars 

5: 14 he implies his support for the Byzantine program of reconquest as a means of 

recapturing what he believed was rightfully Roman, and it is only in the Secret History 

that we discover his disapproval of the means of reconquest and its realization by 

Justinian. 

There is no direct evidence that Procopius' education included a background in 

philosophy, other than certain hints of sympathy towards Stoicism and an obvious 

familiarity with the numerous Christian sects, and as a result he is not a particularly 

philosophical historian. When he objects, it is against particular people or policies 

rather than an overall principle or ideology (Cameron, 1985:7-8). This may partially 

explain why the Secret History is an attack on specific individuals and not the 

Byzantine monarchy per se. Furthermore, the influence of his early education in 

imitating classical greats seems to have had the greatest effect in the Wars, where we 

see Procopius' narrative style and his emphasis on relating military and political 

events rather than analyzing Justinian's ideology or using the work as a vehicle for 

conveying a particular moral or social message. It is likely that Procopius' attitude 

towards ideological disputes was not as important as his belief in the preservation of a 

classical ethos based on the nostalgic sympathy for and hence survival of the educated, 

landowning provincial social group. 

By concentrating primarily on recounting political and military history and not dealing 

with ideology in any great detail (such as the numerous theological controversies that 

plagued the empire in the first half of the sixth century, eventually culminating in the 
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Fifth Ecumenical Council of Constantinople in 553)6°, Procopius managed to save 

himself the rather difficult problem of having to reconcile his classical training with 

the non-classical, dogma-based, socially overwhelming doctrines of Christianity. For 

although Christianity had existed as a religion of the Roman state for nearly two 

centuries,61 it was only during Justinian's reign that it crystallized into the completely 

dominant ideology of the state that it would remain for the following centuries. Even 

though Theodosius II (emperor from 408-450) had led a crusade against paganism and 

many related aspects of classical culture (at a physical level his assault on paganism 

was an ''ultimate solution"), many of these traditional beliefs continued on a popular 

(as opposed to state) level alongside Christianity. 

Justinian was the first emperor to force individuals to choose exactly what their 

religious status was, for the boundary between pagan and Christian was often vague 

and the two were not necessarily mutually exclusive (Maas, 1992: 4). Justinian also 

went a long way towards clarifying the difference between various sects within 

Christianity and although a great deal of tension had always existed between these 

religious groups (including the Arians, Nestorians, Monophysites and Chalcedonian 

Catholic or Orthodox), Justinian turned their rivalry into a crusade, championing the 

beliefs of the Orthodox church in Rome62 (not to be confused with the later Russian, 

Greek and Coptic groups that are collectively known under the same name during the 

Middle Ages and after). Procopius' choice not to debate the theological details of 

Christianity does not necessarily imply that he had a negative attitude towards 

Christian ideology, but rather that he felt more comfortable leaving such religious and 

social issues to other authors (Wars 5, 3.6). Procopius knew of such issues but 

apparently felt that he could not judge and sometimes took an agnostic line. 

Furthermore, his deep personal involvement with the imperial system gave him 

detailed knowledge of the issues that actually determined governmental action. His 

60 It was at this Fifth Ecumenical Council that the Three Chapters were condemned. These consisted of the 
writings of Theodore ofMopsuetia, Theodoret ofCyrrhus and lbas ofEdessa, who were all suspected ofNestorian 
tendencies, a heresy that was in the process of being eliminated (Ostrogorsky, 1968: 78). 

61 Christianity was adopted as the State religion by Theodosius I in 375. 

62 Justinian even treated Popes and Patriarchs as servants and took control of affairs of the Church in the same 
manner as he did those of the State (Ostrogorsky, 1968: 77). 
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decision to omit these issues must therefore be attributed to his recognition of the 

necessary limits of the genre in which he was writing. 

Although also writing from a standpoint within the system, the life ofLydus was quite 

different to that of Procopius. The difference in approach between these two writers is 

an effective means by which to measure popular sentiment and attitudes towards the 

imperial system (including its bureaucratic, aristocratic and military manifestations) 

For several authors expressed their concern in one way or another over the exact status 

of Justinian within the overall Byzantine political framework63 (Cameron, 1985: 242). 

The sixth century was the pivotal point of transition from the classical Roman Empire 

(even though the western empire had collapsed in 476) to the Byzantine Empire of the 

Middle Ages. It was during this period that the last threads of Roman culture were 

replaced by trends in the relationship between the Church, State and general populace 

that were to characterize the Middle Ages (Evans, 1996a: 1 ). This century would see 

the transformation from a culture still rooted in classicism to one that was largely 

defined by Christianity. Justinian was at the center of this transition and it is therefore 

understandable that many contemporary writers were concerned with the redefinition 

of his status and powers. 

Other than philosophers, social commentators and ecclesiastical historians dealing 

with imperial policy, Lydus must be regarded as the most important source for this 

period on the actual composition of the government and the functioning of the 

bureaucracy. Furthermore, he deals with the composition of the imperial system in a 

manner that is far more detailed than most other genres would allow. Although he 

produced two other notable works, De Mensibus, a work on the Roman calendar, and 

De Ostentis, on portents, the work that is the most revealing concerning his personal 

value system is his De Magistratibus, which discusses the history and nature of the 

Roman magistracies as well as placing them within a contemporary framework. As 

Bandy argues, what makes De Magistratibus so valuable is that it sets the reforms of 

Justinian's regime in an historical perspective in relation to previously existing Roman 

63 Although not directly concerned with constitutional issues themselves, contemporary writers did express their 
realization that they were living under an emperor that was unlike others, eg. John Malalas, Agathias, Marcellinus. 
These writers appear to have been aware that Justinian wished to go down in history as leaving a very distinctive 
mark on the history of Rome. 

29 



bureaucratic structure (Bandy, 1982: xxvi). Lydus' unique contribution is his account, 

albeit biased and confusing, of the structure and operation of sections of the central 

administration. It compliments what one can learn from Justinian's own Codex 

lustinianus and the Novels.64 

There is a similarity between the origins of Procopius and Lydus. Like Procopius, 

Lydus was a provincial, but was from Philadelphia in Lydia65
, yet he also gained 

prestige in public service under the patronage of an influential man (a fellow 

provinicial named Zoticus). He too had a cosmopolitan background and after his early 

success under Anastasius and Justin I, he was unhappy about the administrative 

changes brought about by Justinian. As in the works of Procopius when viewed as a 

whole, his De Magistratibus seems to give many indications of support for Justinian 

and yet there is also an obvious criticism of contemporary official policies. 

Throughout Lydus' work he gives indications of his views and values as firstly, a 

member of the city elite in a province, secondly, a bureaucrat and thirdly, a 

grammaticus seconded to teaching the emperor. These three personas underly his 

presentation of Justinian' regime. 

Although he benefited from imperial favour at the court of Justinian, Lydus did not 

have quite the same type of prestige to that of Procopius, for while Lydus may have 

led a charmed existence in the civil service, Procopius was personally associated with 

one of the most high profile individuals in the Empire after the imperial pair. 

Regarding the early life of Lydus, we know very little. He says nothing about his 

parents in his works, yet the aristocratic origin of the name "Laurentius" that is often 

included in Lydus' full title and is usually agreed to be his father's name may provide 

some clues (Bandy, 1982:ix-x). 66 Lydus himself states that he went to Constantinople 

at the age of twenty-one when Secundianus was consul: 

"When I was twenty-one years of age, during the consulship of Secundianus, I came to 

this blessed city from my native Philadelphia, which lies at the foot of Mount Tmolus 

64 See also Robert A. Kaster' Guardians of Language: The Grammarian and Society in Late Antiquity l 988 :306-
309 

65 De Mag. 3.26, 3.58, De Mens. 4.2, 4.58 

66 Martindale argues that although Lydus was the son ofLaurentius, according to Photius' Bib/iotheka 180, the 
view that Lydus himself was called Laurentius is based on a misreading of Photius (Martindale, 1990: II 612). 
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and is situated in Lydia; and, after I had pondered many matters with myself, I 

resolved to join the memoriales of the court and to gird myself up for service with 

them." (De Mag.3.26, trans. Bandy, 1983). 

This can be placed for certain in the year 511 and we can therefore reason that he was 

born in 490 (which would put him in approximately the same generation as 

Procopius). While in Constantiople, Lydus decided to enter the government service as 

part of the magistriani, secretaries to the bureau of the magister memoriae. However, 

due to heavy competition, Lydus could not gain entrance to the office immediately and 

studied for a time under Agapius, an Athenian philosopher who taught both Platonic 

and Aristotelian ideas (De Mag. 3.26). During this time, Zoticus, a countryman of 

Lydus', was appointed Praetorian Prefect and soon enrolled Lydus among the 

prefecture's exceptores (or "speedwriters"). For this reason, Lydus was trained in the 

service of the Praetorian Prefecture rather than the sacra scrinia. This turn of fate was 

to have a critical impact on Lydus' later representation of the importance of the 

prefecture in De Magistratibus. 

Becoming an exceptor was standard for anyone entering public service under the 

prefecture. In De Mag. 3.66, Lydus states that over one thousand exceptores were 

enlisted annually, but that the office gradually became unpopular until hardly anyone 

would apply for the position. This was partly due to the fact that restrictions 

introduced by Justinian prevented individuals from making personal profit from 

within the office, which had previously been one of its greatest attractions (Bandy, 

1983:xi). The position of adiutor alone was a very prestigious one. Only those who 

were considered to be of noble birth and with an excellent background education 

qualified for this office. In return, it gave the individual considerable power and status 

in addition to numerous opportunities for acquiring significant personal wealth (De 

Mag!. 3.27). In gratitude for the great favour that Zoticus had done for him,67 Lydus 

composed a panegyric in his honour for which he was paid one solidus per line. 

Unfortunately, this work has not survived and as a result we know very little more of 

the person of Zoticus. In De Mag. 3.28, Lydus further states that along with his cousin 

61 De Mag.3.27. During that year Lydus made over one thousand solidi from various fees. 
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Ammianus, Zoticus was responsible for acquiring a wealthy wife for him (including a 

dowry of 100 lbs of gold), although he does not elaborate much on her character, nor 

does he mention any children. 

As a result of Zoticus' significant influence, other heads of the praetorian service gave 

support to Lydus. Consequently, he apparently abandoned any interest in advancement 

under the sacra scrinia and chose rather to remain within the prefecture. Great favour 

was shown to Lydus and he claims to have advanced to a higher status in a virtually 

unprecedented manner. He was exempted from the standard nine years of being an 

exceptor before being allowed to advance to a higher rank. In addition, he was not 

required to pay the customary fee upon entrance to the rank of chartularius. He was 

exceptionally young for the position and was even given a lucrative salary for his 

efforts (a yearly salary of24 gold coins as chief chartularius) (De Mag. 3.27.2). This 

position required Lydus to compile the personale (a register of all cases and people 

that appeared before the court) and to write suggestiones (general briefs) for the cases 

that were to go to the Senate on appeal. It was at this stage that he seems to have 

hoped for an appointment a secretis (ie. in the palace itself) (De Mag. 3.27). 

Martindale68 observes that Lydus' claim in De Mag. 3.28 to have given up work in the 

palace so as to concentrate on the prefecture may be his way of glossing over the fact 

that he had lost his patronage in 512 with the retirement of Zoticus and was therefore 

left to follow the normal route of promotion after his spectacular early successes. 

After the post of exceptor and first chartularius to the adiutores of the ab actis, Lydus 

states that he also held the positions of chartularius in the bureau of the 

commentarienses and matricularius. 69 In 3.17.3 Lydus states: 

"For instance, I personally remember serving as a supernumerary chartularius, as this 

official was termed, to the commentarienses just at the time when the Emperor 

Anastasius was moved to anger against Appion, a most outstanding man who had 

68 1980: II 613 

69 This may have been in 517 when Sergius was Praetorian Prefect, as Lydus refers to him as "the great Sergius" in 
De Mag. 3.20.9. 
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been his partner in the emperorship, at the time when Cavades the Persian was 

inflamed with hostility." (trans. Camey, 1971)7° 

Bandy has a good argument in its deduction that Lydus held no high state positions, 

for there is no evidence of this either in Lydus' own works or in those of any other 

writers' (Bandy, 1983:xiv). 

Despite Lydus' comfortable position within the prefecture and his early enthusiasm, 

he became disillusioned with the magistracy. Although it is debated as to when this 

change of heart actually took place, it probably began after Zoticus' departure in 512 

when he was no longer given the special treatment that he would have liked. This 

disillusion grew with the appearance of Justinian and the reforms that he introduced 

into the magistracy. Lydus himself states that he came to hate the magistracy when 

traditional, respected procedures were done away with and when those who were 

properly qualified to enter the magistracy were no longer being favoured (De Mag. 

3.28). Bandy suggests that Lydus' discontent may have started during the prefecture of 

Marinus (the successor of Zoticus) (Bandy, 1983:xv). In De Mag. 3.49, Lydus refers 

to Marinus as being a wicked individual who was both power-hungry and an 

extortioner. Supposedly Lydus' dislike ofMarinus was shared by many other 

exceptores partly due to the fact that he had been one of the scrinarii. The scrinarii 

were civilian employees and were considered experts in financial matters. In De Mag. 

3.35 Lydus states that they were not included on the old magistracy register lists and 

that they had only been granted the equivalent of the rank of adiutores within the 

previous fifty years under the reign of the emperor Leo I. In addition, Lydus refers to 

him as being Syrian, which may have been a factor in Lydus' dislike of him, resulting 

from ethnic tension. However, the subtext of these complaints against the normal 

procedures of the magistracy and the successors of Zoticus is that Lydus was 

embittered at having to struggle through a system for positions that he felt he 

deserved. Yet it was only due to the early patronage of Zoticus and his unusual early 

success that he was even in a position to make such complaints. 

70 Possibly referring to 517, (Maas, 1992:32) 
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In the late 520s, during the reign of Justin I, Justinian commissioned Lydus to 

compose a panegyric honouring himself as well as a history of the war against the 

Persians that he was then waging in the East (De Mag. 3.28).71 Unfortunately, neither 

of these works has survived. However, Justinian was so impressed by Lydus that he 

later recommended him for a teaching position as grammaticus at the imperial school 

in Constantinople as well as giving him the reward of an unmentioned amount from 

the State Treasury.72 

In 532 the Nika insurrection occurred in which John the Cappadocian was replaced as 

Praetorian Prefect for a while by Phocas,73 an individual for whom Lydus had great 

respect. Unfortunately for Lydus however, John the Cappadocian was reinstated by 

later that year and Lydus' reaction to this was to state that he had come to hate the 

service (De Mag. 3.28.3)74
• Both De Mensibus and De Ostentis date to the late 530s 

and early 540s as both were dedicated to the Prefect Gabriel, who held office in 543 

(Maas, 1992: 34, Martindale, II 1990: 614). Martindale suggests that Lydus' stage of 

literary production may have coincided with a period early in Justinian's reign when 

literary work was more highly rewarded than previously.75 Moreover, De Ostentis may 

have been written in response to Chosroes' sack of Antioch in 540. It was during this 

period ofliterary productivity that Lydus' career in the civil service began to slide. 

John the Cappadocian's second tenure of the Prefecture effectively pushed Lydus out 

of business for a while (De Mag. 3.66). This largely accounts for Lydus' blatant 

hostility to John the Cappadocian. Between 539 and 541 Justinian instituted a legal 

reform that was to the disadvantage of those who served as rhetors in the court. Lydus 

complained about this (De Mag. 3.66) and blamed it not on Justinian, but on John the 

71 This probably refers to the recent war in 530 during which Dara was attacked by the Persians in vain and which 
eventually led to the signing of the peace treaty in 532 (Wars 1.13.12). It would also coincide with the prefecture 
of Phocas. 

72 This meant that Lydus lost out on the perks that went with service in the bureaucracy, although he didn't 
officially give up his position in the Prefecture (De Mag. 3.29). 

73 He was also of noble birth and a pagan, according to Malalas' Chronicle 449. Malalas wrongfully claims that he 
was killed in Justinian's persecution of the pagans in 529, while Phocas was merely questioned. He was most 
likely confusing this with a later persecution of pagans in 542/3, which he does not mention yet which does seem 
to have resulted in the death of Phocas (Martindale, 1990: II 882). 

74 However, it cannot be verified that this complaint belongs precisely to this period. 

75 This may be connected to the prefecture of Phocas in 532 (Martindale, 1990: II 613). 

34 



Cappadocian (who would himself fall from grace in 541, allegedly as a result of 

Theodora's machinations against him).76 

The 540s also saw Justinian's purges of intellectuals and one of those directly affected 

was Phocas, who was publicly disgraced in 545-6 and eventually committed suicide as 

a result77 (Maas, 1992:34). It is quite likely therefore that Lydus suffered the same 

disillusionment in this period that befell Procopius, when he realized that his own 

intellectual class and those with whom he associated were threatened by Justinian's 

policies. Lydus was not himself disgraced, and it was at this time that Justinian 

recognized his literary efforts by awarding him the aforementioned teaching post in 

Constantinople, which he took up in conjunction with his duties for the prefecture. 

Lydus records this letter sent by Justinian in De Mag. 3.29 and it may have been in 

543, for this was the year that Gabriel was prefect in Constantinople. Lydus retired 

from the prefecture in 551/2, while probably holding the rank of primiscrinius (this is 

uncertain and he may have even held the rank of cornicularius at this point, although 

he makes no mention of it) (Maas, 1992: 36). The pursuit oflearning at this time was 

still represented as an imperial virtue, despite the purge of upper class rhetors and 

intellectuals in the previous decade, therefore supporting the argument that those 

purges were politically rather than ideologically motivated. 

In De Mag. 3 .30, Lydus states that he was in the service for forty years and four 

months. This provides a terminus post quern for the production of De Mag. 3, 

therefore making its composition roughly contemporary with part of the Secret 

History. 78 On retirement, Lydus would have received the titles of tribunus et notarius 

vacans and comes ordinis. 79 In the same passage he states that this was when he began 

a life of literary activity. Photius80 believed that Lydus wrote all three of his extant 

works during the period, although Lydus himself was probably only referring to De 

76 Maas 1992:34 

n Neither Procopius nor Lydus actually mention his suicide and though it is referred to by John of Ephesus, the 
story may be apocryphal (Martindale, 1990: II 882) 

78 Caimi (1984:111-24) notes that nothing in Lydus' account postdates 552. 

79 Martindale 1990: II 614 and Stein, 1949: II 731. 

80 Photius' Bibliotheka 180 
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Magistratibus. He began to write De Magistratibus in 55481 and finished 3.55 

between 557 and 561 (Stein, 1949: II 839-40). 

The lives and careers of Procopius and Lydus had a fundamental impact on both the 

style and content of the works that they were to produce. Just as the bulk of 

Procopius' work could not have been produced in the same manner as it was ifhe had 

not personally witnessed the events described and had not been present with 

Belisarius, so Lydus could not have written about the bureaucracy with such authority 

if he did not have a grounding in Latin or the time and resources that his position 

allowed to produce such a work. It will be shown that the choice of Lydus to produce 

works dealing with classical Roman culture and the style in which they were written is 

a direct function of him being an educated, landowning provincial with a vested 

interest in the continuation of that way of life. It will also be shown that the nature of 

Procopius' work reflects a similar concern for this social class, while also revealing 

something of the different ways in which people struggled to deal with the radical 

changes brought about by Justinianic policy. 

81 De Mag. 1.2 
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3: DRAMATIS PERSONAE: THE IMPORTANT INDIVIDUALS 

In addition to the emperor himself, the key figures during the reign of Justinian, as 

represented by Procopius and Lydus, are Theodora, Belisarius, Antonina, Tribonian 

and John the Cappadocian. Each of these individuals either played a significant role in 

the implementation of Justinian's policy or was presented as a key figure by these two 

sources. 

It is tempting but hazardous to paint a psychological portrait of any of these principal 

figures82
. It is often difficult to tell when Procopius and others are actually telling the 

truth and when they are embellishing the facts with anecdotes and character sketches 

that suit their purposes. As a general rule, these authors of late antiquity never entirely 

abandon the historical core of their stories and certainly in Procopius' case, he does 

not contradict himself in his presentation of facts in relation to his other works. 

Moreover, as Scott argues, effective counter-propaganda or support for an 

interpretation of the facts that differs from the official one implies an agreement on the 

original basic facts. The difference lies in the interpretation of those facts (Scott, 1985: 

99-109). 

A) Justinian 

Firstly, the background and presentation of the emperor himself: According to 

Buildings 4.1.17 and Justinian's own Novel 11, he was born at Tauresium near Scupi 

in c.482. His father's name was Sabbatius83 and his mother was a sister of Justin (later 

emperor from 518-527). As a result, he is often styled as Justin's nephew by 

Procopius (eg. Wars 1.11.10, 1.12.21, 1.13.1; S.H. 6.19, 9.52) and others.84 On the 

death of Anastasi us in 518, he was one of the candidati while serving among the 

scholares. Constantine Porphyrogenitus states that he was apparently offered the 

82 Their characters as represented by Procopius, Lydus and other contemporary writers have proved to be 
irresistible for a number of modem authors who have freely mixed material from the sources with pure fiction (not 
entirely unlike the popularity that members of the Julio-Claudian family have enjoyed among authors due to their 
similarly dramatic personalities). These include Robert Graves' Count Be/isarius (1938), N.B.Gerson's Theodora, 
a novel (1969), Gillian Bradshaw's The Bearkeeper's daughter (1987), Elbert and Alice Hubbard's Justinian and 
Theodora, a drama and Sir Pierson Dixon's The Glittering horn: secret memoirs of the court of Justinian (1958). 

83 S.H. 12.18 

84 Also in John Malalas Chronicle 422, John ofNikiu Chronicle 90.16, Theophanes Chronographia 6019 
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throne but refused it. In 519 and 521 he received the title comes and was elected 

consul in the East (along with Valerius).85 Once his uncle Justin was elected, 

Procopius says he was involved in the murders of Amantius and Vitalianus in 520. 86 

In S.H. 6.19 Procopius states that he was virtual ruler of the empire while his uncle 

was emperor, to the extent that when he provides a date for the composition of the 

Secret History, he dates Justinian's rule from 518 and not 527.87 During the mid-520s 

he had already begun spending money on buildings as well as giving gifts of money to 

the barbarians, particularly the Vandal king Hilderic (with whom he was on good 

terms).88 He was an orthodox Christian and supporter of the Council of Chalcedon 

(according to Evagrius Scholasticus' Ecclesiastical History 4.10), writing a series of 

letters to Pope Hormisdas between 518-520 (Martindale, 1992: II 647). In 527 the 

aging Justin made him co-emperor and he became sole emperor when his uncle died. 89 

He was apparently 45 when he became emperor and was thus about 83 when he died 

in 565, He was succeeded by his nephew Justin II. 

From the Wars, the image that we have of Justinian is one of a powerful lawgiver and 

a great ruler who was an important icon to the empire. In the Buildings this image is 

even further enhanced, through panegyric. However, the Secret History presents us 

with a different Justinian altogether. He is represented as a ruthless tyrant, a role 

model for corrupt officials and a jealous leader that did not even trust his most loyal 

subjects. At first glance, these different images may appear to be irreconcilable, but 

this need not be the case. It is certainly true that although Procopius wrote the Secret 

History in order to portray a group of principal characters in Constantinople, he 

devotes the most attention to Justinian. Whenever he speaks of the corruption of 

officials, corruption in the empire in general, or the vices of any particular individual, 

almost without exception he lays the blame on Justinian.90 On the other hand, when 

Lydus criticizes individuals (such as John the Cappadocian), he attacks them 

85 Marcellinus' and John ofNikiu's Chronicle 90.16-18 state that he received the titles patrictus and nobilissimus 
between 521 and 527. 
86 S.H. 6.27-28 
87 Chapter 2 elaborates on this dating of the Secret History from 518 in the discussion on Procopius' career. 

88 Wars 1.9.5 
89 Wars 1.13.1, Malalas' Chronicle 422, Evagrius Scholasticus' Ecclesiastical History 4.9. 

90 S.H. 13.23-27 
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individually and does not attribute their failings to the influence of Justinian. 

Consequently, it should not be surprising to find that his attitude towards Justinian 

appears ambiguous. In De Mag. 3 .2.4 he refers to Justinian as a model of iµµf)..eia 

and in 3.38 as showing K<XAO<; 1ea1 EA£00Epoi;. Yet in De Mag. 3.69, Lydus attempts 

to criticize John the Cappadocian and exonerate Justinian in the same breath:91 

"After this blackguard of blackguards (i.e. John), enemy of the laws, had gone on like 

this, God turned his attention to him, for he had decided that the person responsible 

for the wrong-doings should be hoist to his own petard, to persuade him that 'there is 

justice and a nemesis that brings evils home to roost'. The emperor, gentlest of souls, 

knew nothing of these happenings. On account of the emperor's unrestricted power 

everyone, although subject to his injustices, spoke highly of the scoundrel, and their 

praises for him were loudest of all when in the emperor's presence - for who would 

have ventured to bring up his mere name without a word of praise? Only the 

emperor's wife, the superior in intelligence of any man ever, who was maintaining a 

vigilant watch out of sympathy for those to whom injustice was being done, finding it 

intolerable to watch inactively any longer as the state foundered, armed with accounts 

that told no ordinary tale, she went over to the emperor and informed him of 

everything which up until this time had escaped his notice, of the fact that there was a 

risk that not merely would the citizenry come to ruin amid the wrongs being 

perpetrated but also that the empire itself was near to being brought down. Well, as 

you would expect, the emperor, being a good man and slow to requite evil, was in the 

toils of a perplexing situation that was impossible to resolve; he did not even manage 

to find a way of removing the subverter of the state". (Trans. T.F.Carney, 1971). 

From these source passages, a rather difficult portrait emerges of Justinian. Moreover, 

against the writings of Procopius and Lydus, we have the Codex Iustinianus and the 

Novels, which to a certain extent can be seen as an objective control in the 

comparison, for even though Justinian did not personally compose the Codex 

Justinianus, he was its supervisor and it therefore offers a view of the workings of 

Justinian's mind. Unfortunately, the Codex Iustinianus does not offer the richness of 

91 The length of the quote is necessary to establish clearly Lydus' portrait of Justinian, Theodora and John the 
Cappadocian. 
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biographical detail (despite its coloring with personal bias) of Procopius, but it does 

reinforce the idea that Justinian was a complex man who needed to be understood on 

several levels. The Codex Justinianus is a compilation of earlier constitutions, but the 

constitutions from the early years of Justinian's own reign shed some light on 

Justinian's thinking and program.92 

Although Justinian was only officially crowned emperor in 527 AD, Procopius 

believed that he was the acting ruler from the time that his ailing predecessor Justin I 

first came to the throne in 518.93 It was during this period that Justinian was able to 

consolidate his power and create a public image of himself that would be widely 

respected It was also during the 520s that he openly supported the Blues faction of 

competing chariot teams.94 Procopius criticizes him for this favoritism and blames 

him for the chaotic vandalism and mob behaviour that eventually culminated in the 

Nika revolt of 532. Moreover, the polarization fostered between Blues and Greens 

justified the existence of the emperor as a strong leader, able to keep the balance in 

society. Although the revolt almost certainly had more complex motives than pure 

vandalism and Justinian's role in it is questionable, his support of the Blues does raise 

some important issues concerning his early political career. J.A.S. Evans suggests that 

this supposed loyalty to one faction might have been a technique of crowd 

management (Evans, 1996a: 40). For by supporting one group, he would keep the 

general city mob divided and it would also provide him with a group of fanatical 

supporters if and when he needed them. This argument is supported by Greatrex, who 

cites other precedents where loyalty to one faction had effectively controlled the 

crowd and reduced serious riots, whereas impartiality stood the risk of the the Blues 

and Greens uniting (as happened at the Nika riot) (Greatrex, 1997: 65-6). During this 

period, Justinian still had a considerable number of potentially serious enemies in the 

form of surviving.members of the Anastasian and Theodosian lines (Evans, 1996a: 

40). The most obvious example was Hypatius, nephew to Anastasius, who was 

acclaimed as a new emperor by the crowds in the hippodrome during the Nika riot. 

92 As mentioned previously, in the preface of Codex Iustinianus l.27 Justinian presents the image of himself that 
he wished to project. 

93 This was discussed in greater depth when considering the dating of Procopius' works. 

94 S.H. 7.1, 18.33-34 
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As will be discussed in the overview of the Nika revolt, several theories have been 

proposed as to the possible allegiances of the factions. The fact that Procopius states 

that the hooliganism of the Blues in particular made people fear for their possessions 

(most notably, their slaves) indicates that the assumption of an upper class patronage 

of the Blues is suspect at best, or that if such a patronage had ever existed, it had been 

all but forgotten by the time that Justinian was officially proclaimed emperor. 

Furthermore, it seems completely in keeping with other instances of Justinian's 

personally autocratic form of government to have become the sole patron of the Blues, 

thereby breaking any link between the factions and other influential personalities. By 

doing this he was preventing the possible formation of small private armies that could 

be used by his political opponents (Evans, 1996a: 40). It was only after the murder of 

certain prominent figures in Constantinople that for one of the few times in his short 

reign as emperor, Justin personally stepped in and curbed the violence.95 Yet his 

indulgence of the factions had created a precedent whereby the mob would 

overestimate their ability to control the emperor in the Nika riot. For the late 520s 

there is not the same record of rivalry between the factions and until his coronation, 

Justinian suppresses any uprisings by the factions. It was only in 532 that things truly 

got out of hand and, as Evans suggests, Justinian's policy backfired on him with the 

Nika revolt (Evans 1996a: 39-41 ). 

Two roles that would play a significant part throughout Justinian's career as emperor 

were present almost immediately from his coronation. Those were his images as the 

builder and the emperor who would restore "Rome" to her former glory through the 

codification of law and the re-conquest of territories, having been overrun by various 

barbarian groups in the previous century. Justinian's two steps in the codification of 

Roman law through the Digest in 533 and the second edition of the Codex Iustinianus 

in 534 were the most important attempts to clearly define Roman law that had ever 

been attempted. Theodosius (in the fifth century) and other precursors had achieved 

some clarity with their summaries of the law, but Justinian's work was the 

culmination of this trend. It also occurs within the broader framework of his program 

95 Cameron's Circus Factions refers to these events of 524/5 and mentions Malalas and Theophanes as sources 
(1976: 416,422) 
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of reform. Justinian was well aware that a "rescue" from the barbarian invaders would 

have been highly anticipated among Roman provincials, yet if Procopius and Lydus 

are to be believed, the resulting reconquest was anything but a deliverance for those 

living on the frontiers of the old empire. In fact, modem studies dealing with the so­

called decline of the Roman Empire and transition to the Middle Ages, the transition 

from a classical to a post-classical world, concentrating on social reality as opposed to 

political history, agree that the crossover between Roman rule and that of the 

barbarians was not as extreme for the average individual as has previously been 

assumed. Cameron argues for concepts of "change" and "continuity" to replace the 

outdated idea of"decline and fall" (Cameron, 1993: 188-191). She also describes how 

Justinian's military conquests actually weakened the frontiers, making them incapable 

ofresisting the incursions of the following century. To be sure, the psychological 

effect of the effective dissolution of an empire that had lasted a thousand years would 

have been devastating and this may have been a cause for a hope of imperial 

restoration. However, it would be a long time before the infrastructure and social 

reality would truly be changed significantly after the collapse of the Western Empire. 

For North Africa, this change would come with the Arab conquests of the following 

century. 

B) Theodora 

Procopius states in S.H. 9.2 that her parents worked in the circus and on the stage, her 

father Acacius being an animal handler for the Greens and her mother a dancer and 

actress. In his Ecclesiastical History 17 .28, Nicephorus Callistus claimed she was a 

native of Cyprus, while the Syriac tradition saw her as a native of Daman near 

Callinicum and the daughter of a Monophysite priest (Martindale, 1992: III B 1240). 

She too became an actress and, according to Procopius in S.H. 9.9, was known far and 

wide for her immorality and blatant sexuality. This passage has been of such 

controversy that it was often left untranslated. Furthermore, it is largely due to this 

description of Theodora's early life that has sometimes led to the Secret History being 

labeled "pornographic". Consequently, as Cameron notes, it is also for this description 

of her as well as her image on the St. Vitale mosaic that Theodora is primarily known 

in popular consciousness (Cameron, 1985: 67). She bore a son and a daughter at this 
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stage of her life96 and, according to Procopius' account, went to Alexandria after an 

argument with her companion, the governor Hecebolus. From there she gradually 

worked her way to Constantinople, earning a living with her body until she was able 

to seduce Justinian and become his mistress.97 He gave her the title of patricia and she 

immediately increased in wealth and power (Martindale, 1992: ill B 1241). Although 

initially opposed by the empress Lupicina, Justinian persuaded Justin to change the 

law and allow them to marry. They were married before 527 and she is therefore 

referred to as Justinian's wife in Wars 1.24.33 and 4.9.13 as well as in S.H. 9.1. John 

of Ephesus, Evagrius Scholasticus and Theophanes also attest to this. From Justinian's 

accession in 527 to her death in 548 she was given the title Augusta and Procopius 

says that she was actively involved in government, to the point of even attending 

meetings of the consistorium.98 However, there was not much that Theodora could do 

directly and his criticism of her usually occurs in the private sphere of her life. Apart 

from Procopius' depiction of her early life, she is also famous for a speech that he puts 

into her mouth during the Nika riot, dissuading Justinian from leaving the city. 99 

However, as Cameron argues, despite its being taken as historical fact by a great many 

historians, the speech is clearly a "rhetorical set-piece" aimed at presenting Procopius' 

version of "the resolute woman" in the face of incredible danger, a subject that both in 

his own time and since could easily capture the popular imagination (Cameron, 1985: 

69). According to both Malalas' Chronicle 484 and Wars 2.30.49, she died in June 

548. 

Both Evagrius Scholasticus' Ecclesiastical History 4.10 and John of Ephesus' Vitae 

Sanctorum Orientalium 13 agree with S.H. 10.15, which states that Theodora was an 

outspoken Monophysite, always ready to defend their cause. She associated with 

Severus of Antioch and was seen by the Monophysites themselves as their 

protectress.100 Procopius uses her loyalty to Monophysitism to accuse her of causing 

96 Procopius is supported by John of Ephesus' Ecclesiastical History 3.2.11 and 5.1 on this matter. 

97 S.H. 9.27-29 

98 S.H. 2.32, 9.54, 10.6-10, 14.8, 15.6 and Wars 1.24.33. The consistorium was a closer body of advisers to the 
emperor than the Senate and her involvement with this group could have meant a more definite influence on the 
administration of the state. 

99 Wars 1.24.33 

100 An alternative and less embarrassing Monophysite account of Theodora's origins was recorded in Michael the 
Syrian's Chronicle 9.20. 
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dissension in the court,1°1 as it was clearly in opposition to the orthodox Chalcedonian 

Catholic stance taken and defended by Justinian. Yet he too visited the Monophysite 

monks in the palace of Hormisdas and would send out John of Ephesus as a 

missionary who would promote Monophysitism. Furthermore, she did share 

Justinian's support of the Blues102
, a point that Procopius did not know what to do 

with. Cameron notes that, in regard to the description of her early life, the sexual 

criticism and lack of maternal feeling delivered against both her and Antonina were 

the most effective means that Procopius could use to criticize a woman (Cameron, 

1985: 71). This view is supported by S.H. 17.24, which claims that all women of the 

period had become morally depraved ( especially those under the patronage of 

Theodora). This depiction of women served the dual purpose for Procopius of stating 

a viewpoint on women in general, as well as underlining Theodora's behaviour as the 

source of domestic troubles throughout the empire. It is clear that he resented her 

influence over Justinian and hence over Antonina and Belisarius. She is presented as 

the mentor of Antonina and the architect behind the downfall of Belisarius when 

returning from his second Persian expedition. Procopius shows her as going to great 

lengths to have her main competitor in this regard, John the Cappadocian, removed 

from office a second time and implicated in a series of scandals from which he could 

not recover. She was clearly a very strong-willed and intelligent woman and from 

Procopius' account, despite its negativity towards her, a capable "politician" able to 

manipulate people and situations as they suited her purposes. 103 If this had not been 

so, Procopius would not have given her such a position of importance in his attack on 

Justinian. 

C) Belisarius 

In Wars 3.11.21, Procopius states that Belisarius was a native of Germania, between 

Thrace and Illyricum. Nothing is known of his family origins. His exact birth date is 

uncertain but in Wars 1.12.21, Procopius refers to him as a young man and in his 

Historia 5.15.7, Agathias refers to him as an old man in 559, therefore implying that 

IOI S.H. 10.15 

102 S.H. 9.33, 10.16 

103 Cameron elaborates on the point that Theodora worked behind the scenes, not acting as co-ruler in the manner 
that Procopius sometimes presents her (Cameron, 1985: 74). 
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he was born circa 500. He married Antonina and, just before the expedition against 

the Vandals, he adopted Theodosius. 104 In a continuation of the earlier passage, 

Procopius goes on to describe how, while serving as an officer in the bodyguard of 

Justinian, Belisarius and Sittas led an expedition against the Armenians just before 

Justinian became sole emperor. The first big appointment for Belisarius came when he 

was appointed dux Mesopotamiae in 527 after the Roman defeat under Libelarius and 

the death ofTimostratus. In Wars 1.12.24, Procopius states that headquarters of the 

dux Mesopotamiae was at Dara and it was at this time that he was appointed as 

assessor to Belisarius. After some initial losses against the Persians (where Procopius 

provides a confused account of events), Belisarius began to build a series of 

fortifications along the Persian frontier. 105 The account follows that in 529 Belisarius 

was appointed magister militum per Orientem and ordered to make war on Persia. His 

first great victory was at Dara, where he shared command with Hermogenes. After 

several skirmishes, he followed the retreating Persian force to Callinicum and was 

supposedly reluctant to fight, although in Wars 1.18.9-37 Procopius says he yielded to 

pressure and engaged the Persians resulting in the battle of Callinicum ( a severe loss 

for the Romans). Martindale prefers Malalas' account of the battle in Chronicle 464, 

where Belisarius is blamed for the defeat, rather than Procopius' account, which 

conceals his responsibility (Martindale, 1992: ill A 186). Procopius conveniently 

omits any reference to the enquiry under Constantiolus after Belisarius was dismissed 

and recalled to Constantinople. While Belisarius claimed that the defeat was due to 

the indiscipline of the troops, in Wars 1.21.2 and 3.9.25 Procopius claimed that 

Belisarius' dismissal from his post in the east was merely a pretext to involve him in 

the newly planned war against the Vandals. 

Belisarius returned from the Persian war with a great number of troops loyal to him 

(bucellarii), some of who (mainly Goths) would comprise the force that he led against 

the rioters during the Nik.a riot in 532. While the palace guard remained neutral, 

Belisarius was one of the only military officers loyal to Justinian during the revolt. 106 

He sent a large force into the hippodrome to defeat Hypatius, resulting in a massacre 

104 S.H. 1.15-16 
105 Wars 1.13 
106 He was assisted by Mundus, who held the post of magister militium per Illyricum. 
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where over thirty thousand were killed and the revolt crushed.107 In 533 (possibly late 

532) Belisarius was reappointed as magister militum per Orientem, a position that he 

retained continuously through the wars against the Vandals and Goths until 542, 

further discrediting Procopius' earlier claims for his previous dismissal. In Wars 

3.11.18, Procopius states that he was put in supreme command of the expedition sent 

to reconquer Africa from the V andals. 108 The Vandals were unprepared for the war, so 

Belisarius took advantage of this and established a strong base, inflicting heavy losses 

at the battle of Ad Decimum, before marching for Gelimer in Carthage. Procopius' 

account follows how he warned his men to behave in a civilized manner to the local 

inhabitants and to respect the sanctuaries. Consequently, he entered Carthage with 

virtually no resistance and fortified it. He allegedly paid the local Moorish tribes to 

assist him, although they did not honour their side of the deal. He had a fairly swift 

and easy victory at the battle of Tricamarum, capturing the Vandal wealth and 

virtually ending the war, shortly afterwards capturing Gelimer himself. 

It was at this time that Belisarius was first accused by some of his generals as plotting 

a rebellion. Upon discovering this, Justinian offered Belisarius the choice of 

remaining at his position in Africa or returning to Constantinople. He chose to return 

to demonstrate his loyalty to Justinian. These events are described in Wars 3.8.1-8, yet 

Procopius also mentions the episode in S.H 18.9, claiming that Justinian summoned 

Belisarius back from Africa without a choice, thereby using it as ammunition in his 

attack on the emperor. Upon his return to Constantinople, Belisarius was granted the 

honour of a triumph, something that had not taken place in such a manner for 

centuries (Cameron, 1979: 8). 109 In approximately 535 and 536 he was granted the 

titles consul ordinaries and patricius, shortly before being given the supreme 

command of the army that was to be sent to recapture Italy from the Goths 

(Martindale, 1992: ID A 194).110 Although the official destination was Carthage, he 

107 Wars 1.24.44-53, Malalas' Chronicle 476 

108 In Wars 3.1.11.2-17, Procopius states that the force included ten thousand infantry, five thousand cavalry, many 
barbarians and bucellarii as well as a large fleet. 

109 The triumph ended in him prostrating himself before Justinian, yet another incident used by Procopius in his 
attack on Justinian. 

110 This time his army consisted of approximately four thousand regular soldiers andfoederati, three thousand 
Isaurians, two hundered Huns, three hundred Moors and many bucelarii (Wars 5.5.2-4). 
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was given secret orders to sail to Sicily and then Italy. After subduing a revolt in 

Carthage, capturing Sicily and southern Italy, he took Rome with little opposition. 

However, he was then forced to defend Rome from a siege laid by the Goths that 

lasted for a year, during which time he replaced the pope, Silveri us ( on charges of 

collaborating with the Goths), with Vigilius under order from Theodora. This 

controversial action is recorded in the Secret History as being further evidence of 

Belisarius' subservience to his wife as agent of Theodora. Procopius' narrative 

continues with another controversial action in the arrest and subsequent execution of 

Constantinus, one ofBelisarius' key officers, after being charged with theft. 111 Shortly 

after this, the eunuch Narses arrived in Italy with reinforcements and assisted 

Belisarius in overcoming more Goth strongholds in northern Italy. However, Narses 

refused to recognize Belisarius as supreme commander and a rift developed between 

them, causing divisions in the army. This led directly to a disaster in the organization 

of the troops, resulting in a massacre in Milan and Justinian's recall ofNarses to 

Constantinople. 112 

After laying siege to Auximum and Ravenna, Belisarius received envoys from 

Justinian to Vitigis, chief of the Goths, with a plan to partition Italy between the Goths 

and Romans. However, in opposition to his officers, Belisarius claimed a total 

conquest of Italy was possible and could be achieved rapidly. At this time the Goths in 

Ravenna themselves became unhappy with Vitigis and had no desire to serve 

Justinian, so they offered Belisarius to become emperor of the west. 113 Procopius 

states that he had no intention of usurping power from Justinian, but used the situation 

to his advantage, eventually achieving a peaceful entry into Ravenna in May 540. 

Shortly after this he was recalled to Constantinople with Vitigis as his prisoner, either 

because some of his officers accused him of plotting to betray Justinian, or because he 

was needed for the impending war against Persia. 114 In Wars 2.16.5, Procopius says 

111 Wars 5.8.1-18. But in S.H. 1.24-5, 28-9 Procopius says this was uncharacteristic ofBelisarius, who tried to 
prevent the execution, but was eventually persuaded by Antonina. 

112 Wars 6.21.12-25, 6.22.1 

113 Wars 6.29.17-18 

114 This time round he was not given a triumph, but was still extremely popular with the people for defeating two 
important kings and restoring so much land to the empire (Wars 7 .1.3-7). In ths regard, Procopius says he was 
greatly envied by John the Cappadocian (Wars 1.25.12). 
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that when he invaded Persia (which in 541 was still ruled by the powerful and 

militaristic Chosroes ), bad decisions by his officers led to heavy losses against the 

fortresses ofNisibis and Sisauranon (although the latter was eventually taken and its 

walls razed). When many of his men grew sick in the climate, Belisarius withdrew 

back to Roman territory and was recalled back to Constantinople for 541-2. However, 

in S.H. 2.18-19 Procopius claims he returned because of the approach of Antonina 

(who had not joined him on this campaign) and sacrificed the concerns of the empire 

on her behalf. It was at this time that Belisarius had become estranged from Antonina 

and was forced to reconciliation by Theodora. 115 

When Chosroes attacked Euphratensis, Belisarius was sent back to the east, where he 

secured the retreat of the Persians back to their own territory.116 Yet in S.H. 3.30-1, 

Procopius mentions accusations of cowardice against Belisarius for not pursuing 

Chosroes after his attack on Callinicum (which had followed the attack on 

Euphratensis). When Justinian fell ill of the plague in 542, Belisarius stated that he 

would not recognize any emperor appointed in his absence, if Justinian were to die. 

Theodora apparently took offence to this, recalled and dismissed Belisarius, had his 

possessions confiscated and forbade his friends and officers to associate with him. 117 

In S.H. 4.18-31, Procopius states that he was eventually restored to favour and 

recovered his possessions, supposedly thanks to Theodora's manipulations and claim 

that it had been done on Antonina's behalf. In 544 he returned to Italy to resume war 

against the Goths (now under Totila) with orders from Justinian that only a military 

solution was possible (Martindale, 1992: III A 212). However, he was short of troops 

and used his own money to pay for more, while requesting that Justinian send him 

reinforcements. In late 546 Belisarius fell ill of fever and nearly died, while Rome fell 

to the Goths. 118 However, it was recaptured by Belisarius within a short space of time, 

the gates rebuilt and the keys ceremoniously sent to Justinian. 119 In 548 Belisarius sent 

Antonina to Constantinople to request Theodora for more reinforcements, yet upon 

llS S.H. 3.1 

116 Stein ( 1949: 497) suggested that this was largely due to the outbreak of plague in Persia at this time. 

117 S.H. 4.1-17 

us Wars 7.20.14. Totila planned to destroy Rome, but was dissuaded by Belisarius. 

"
9 Wars 7.24.34, Malalas' Chronicle 485 
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arrival she heard that the empress had died. Belisarius was recalled from Rome, as 

there was a renewed threat from Persia.120 Procopius was clearly disappointed with 

Belisarius' second Italian campaign and judged it to be a failure, for in both Wars 

7.35.1 and S.H. 4.42-5, 5.1-3 he states that Belisarius never established a secure base 

anywhere in Italy from which to wage war and even lost Rome itself. Martindale notes 

that in the History of the Franks, Gregory of Tours delivered a confused account when 

he claimed that Narses replaced Belisarius, but Narses was only sent back to Italy in 

552 after having left there in 539 (Martindale, 1992: III A 216). When Belisarius 

returned to Constantinople, he was welcomed by the citizens and treated well by 

Justinian. Although once again given the title magister militum per Orientem, he was 

not sent to lead any more major expeditions. 121 However, in 559 Belisarius was 

recalled from retirement and sent against the Huns who were ravaging Thrace in the 

region near Constantinople. In his Historia 5.20.3-6, Agathias records how Belisarius 

thoroughly defeated the Huns but was forbidden by Justinian to pursue the enemy. In 

562 Belisarius was accused of being involved in the plot to murder Justinian and was 

once again deprived of his property. However, by 563 he was restored to imperial 

favour and finally died in 565.122 

Belisarius is never portrayed by Procoius as being particularly religious or interested 

in Christian doctrine in the manner that Justinian was. In S.H. 1.16, Procopius says 

that he was involved in the baptism of Theodosius. However, he was also involved in 

securing the replacement of the pope Silveri us with Vigilius, whom he later went to 

persuade to attend the Fifth Ecumenical Council (under command of Justinian). 

Martindale mentions his dedication of a large golden jewelled crucifix in St Peter's in 

Rome, but this was inscribed with a record his victories (perhaps giving very classical 

pre-Christian connotations) (Martindale, 1991: III A 219). Unlike his portrayals of 

Justinian and Theodora, there was never any particular need for Procopius to present 

Belisarius' religious interests. This therefore implies that the general absence of such 

120 As is usually the case, the causes for Belisarius' recall are unclear. In Wars 7.30.25, 36.4, Procopius says that 
Antonina urged Justinian to recall him, yet in S.H. 5.16-17 he says that Belisarius himself requested to be recalled 
after losing all hope of any military success in Italy. 

121 Martindale argues that he laid aside this title by 552 and was still in Constantinople in 553 during the Three 
Chapters controversy and the Fifth Ecumenical Council (Martindale, 1992: III A 217). 

122 A legend later arose that Justinian had Belisarius blinded and left to beg for money, although there is no factual 
evidence for this (Martindale, 1992: III A 219). 
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references either indicates that Belisarius was not religious or that Procopius had no 

narrative need to represent him as such. Procopius does however provide him with 

other virtues by representing him as generous, fair and considerate to both his soldiers 

and those whose land he was conquering. In both the Gothic and Vandal wars he 

exhorts his soldiers not to steal from the local populace and delivers justice where his 

soldiers have acted in a criminal manner. 123 Procopius describes him as having 

extremely good judgement in military matters with the ability to balance bravery and 

restraint and, although there there are a few exceptions, Procopius does usually not 

present military failures as being a result of his inability in the field. His brilliance as a 

general did not waver even, when in old age, he was called to save the city from the 

invading force of Huns. He was respected by the troops and had a great reputaion 

among the people in general for having restored so much land to the empire. 

As Martindale notes, he was extremely wealthy and was able to equip seven thousand 

first class cavalry from his own household (Martindale, 1992: 221 ). It is in this regard 

that S.H. 4.33-5 describes the jealousy of the imperial pair at Belisarius having kept so 

much of the wealth of Gelimer and Vitigis for himself, for his possessions were said 

to rival the emperor's. However, the main vice that Procopius holds against Belisarius 

is his devotion and consequent subservience to his wife Antonina, despite her 

infidelity with Theodosius. 124 She accompanied him on many of his expeditions and 

reinforced her hold on him through her connections with Theodora. Yet even after the 

latter's death, she was still able to dominate Belisarius and adversely affected the 

needs of the empire. 125 As a result of his spectacular military successes and dramatic 

relationship with Justinian, he was the subject of much later legend concerning his 

blinding and reduction to poverty by Justinian in his final years, followed by his 

restoration to favour. However, as stated previously, there is no evidence that this ever 

happened in his final years. 

123 Wars, 3.16.1-8, 3.12.8-22, 7.1.8 

124 S.H. 1.15-27 describes her affair with Belisarius' adopted son Theodosius. 

125 S.H. 5.24-7 
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D) Antonina 

According to S.H. 1.11, Antonina's father and grandfather were charioteers at 

Constantinople. In 544 she was approximately sixty years old, therefore implying that 

she was born in about 484. 126 She was the wife of Belisarius and bore him one 

daughter named Joannina. 127 Procopius presents a very disparaging account of her in 

the Secret History and states that she had borne several children before marrying 

Belisarius. 128 He claims that her immoral behaviour continued even after she was 

married to Belisarius and was second in this respect only to Theodora, whom she 

feared. There is an obvious parallel between his depiction of the early life of Theodora 

and that of Antonina. He also claims that she acted as Theodora's agent and protege in 

the downfall of both Pope Silverius in 537, and John the Cappadocian in 541.129 In 

S.H. 1.16-2.18, Procopius describes her affair with Belisarius' stepson, Theodosius, 

and her involvement in the death ofConstantinus in 537. In both the Wars and Secret 

History, Procopius states that she accompanied Belisarius on all of his campaigns, 

supposedly to maintain her control over him. He mentions her presence in Africa in 

533, Rome in 537, and her return with Belisarius to Constantinople in 540. But she 

did not accompany him in 541, as she was involoved in the downfall of John the 

Cappadocian. They virtually separated over the issue of Theodosius, but were forced 

to reconciliation by Theodora. Soon after this Belisarius was restored to imperial 

favour, for which Antonina was given full credit. She was in Italy during 546-7, but 

returned to Constantinople to get reinforcements in 548. Upon arrival, she found 

Theodora dead and pushed for Justininan to recall Belisarius. 130 According to the 

Patria Constantinopo/itana (3.117), she outlived Belisarius and was involved in 

building a church of St. Procopius (Martindale, 1992: III A 93). 

There are very few references to Antonina in Byzantine literature, and those that do 

exist are generally based on Procopius, who knew her well from travelling with her on 

campaign. Much like Belisarius, Antonina was of no particular relevance to Lydus and 

126 S.H. 4.41. 

127 S.H. 5.19 

128 She had a son, Photius (S.H. 1.32) and a daughter who married Ildiger (Wars 4.8.24). 

129 S.H. 1.13, 2.16, 3.7 

130 Wars 7.30.3.25 
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as a result is not mentioned in De Magistratibus. In the Secret History however, 

Procopius assigns her a key role in the downfall of several individuals, including her 

husband Belisarius. He casts her in the mould of a lesser Theodora, whom she both 

feared and admired. She is presented as a manipulative and ambitious woman who 

took advantage of her husband's status and who abandoned him when she felt it was 

prudent to do so. Bearing in mind that the Secret History was not intended to be an 

accurate biography, Antonina served the narrative purpose of providing reinforcement 

to the depraved actions of Justinian and Theodora, as presented by Procopius. In this 

respect, she underlines the character of Theodora in the Secret History. Clearly, she 

must have been an ambitious and strong-willed woman who clearly irritated Procopius 

in her meddling in the affairs of Belisarius. If she had indeed been involved in 

Belisarius' fall from grace and subsequent return to imperial favour, Procopius would 

certainly have had personal reason to dislike her, as these events were also to shape 

the course of his own career as Belisarius' secretary. 

E) Tribonian 

In Wars 1.24.11, Procopius tells us that Tribonian was a native of Pamphylia. He was 

known far and wide for his great learning and both Procopius and Lydus attest to this 

fact 131 He probably studied law at Constantinople and was a member of the 

commission that compiled the first version of the Codex Iustinianus in 528-9. There 

were ten members of this first commission and he was placed sixth in order of 

precedence (Martindale, 1992: ill B 1336). He was given the title of magister 

officiorum in 528-9, though this was not given as an actual position. In 529, he was 

appointed quaestor sacri palatii, a postion that he kept until Justinian was forced to 

dismiss him during the Nika riot in 532 (Honore, 1978: 47). In S.H 20.16, Procopius 

states that Tribonian was Justinian's first appointment as quaestor sacri palatii and 

that he was succeeded by Basilides (Wars 1.24.11). After his work on the Codex 

Iustinianus, Justinian entrusted Tribonian with the task of the compilation of the 

Digest and Institutes from 530-533. The Institutes was compiled with the assistance of 

Dorotheus and Theophilus and was to serve as an introduction to the elements of 

Roman law for students. 
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Between 533-535 Tribonian held the position of magister officiorum, and in the last 

year combined this with the office of quaestor sacri palatii (Honore, 1978: 57). Once 

the Digest and Institutes were completed, Tribonian headed a new commission that 

developed a revised second edition of the Codex lustinianus, which was completed in 

534. In 533 he was given the title of honorary consul, almost certainly as a reward for 

his work on the Digest and Institutes. He remained in office until he died from disease 

in the early 540s (possibly the plague of 542).132 Martindale suggests that the last legal 

work that can probably be assigned to him is Novel 114, which is dated to 541 

(Martindale, 1992: III B 1338). 

In Wars 1.24.16, Procopius accuses him of being avaricious and selling justice by 

repealing and proposing laws for the highest bidder. He is also accused of using his 

great learning to conceal his hidden agendas and making himself appear pleasant to 

everyone. This is obviously a claim that cannot realistically be defended by Procopius, 

yet he does cite an incident in S.H. 13.12 when Tribonian flattered Justinian by saying 

that he could at any moment ascend into heaven because of his great piety. 133 As is 

mentioned in the discussion on the quaestorship, Procopius presents an ambiguous 

portrait of Tribonian, and compared to his portrayal of other magistrates working 

closely with Justinian, Tribonian emerges virtually unscathed. Instead, in the context 

of the overall message of the Secret History, he is presented in S.H. 20.15 rather as a 

powerful resource134 for Justinian to realize his planned ruination of the empire. In De 

Mag. 3.20.9, Lydus refers to Tribonian in a positive manner as "the greatest polymath 

Tribonian", indicating that he did not find reason to criticize him in the same manner 

as he does John the Cappadocian. Although a later source, perhaps Hesychius 

Illustrius (and later the Suda), claimed that Tribonian was a pagan and an atheist 

131 De Mag. 3.20, Wars 1.24.16 Much like descriptions given of Peter the Patrician, who was the successor of 
Basilides as magister officiorum. 

132 Wars 1.25.2 

133 Martindale mentions another version of this story, perhaps originating from Hesychius Illustrius, implying that 
it may have been part of a rumour encouraged by Justinian himself (Martindale, 1992: III B 1339). 

134 In this regard, he was a powerful intellectual resource for Justinian in much the same way that Belisarius was a 
military one. 
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strongly opposed to Christianity, Martindale rightly remarks that this is unlikely as 

Tribonian's predecessor Thomas had been dismissed by Justinian in 529 on grounds 

of being a pagan. Moreover, there is no contemporary evidence of his religious views 

and the later sources were probably confusing him with another Tribonian that also 

lived as an advocate during the reign of Justinian (Martindale, 1992: III B 1339-40). 

F) John the Cappadocian 

According to De Mag. 2.20, John the Cappadocian was named as such because he was 

a native of Caesarea in Cappadocia. Sometimes he was simply referred to as "the 

Cappadocian" (eg. De Mag. 2.17, 2.20). In Wars 1.24.12, Procopius states that he 

received only a very basic education, but that his natural abilities were so great that 

they easily compensated for any lack of training. Lydus describes his rise to power in 

De Mag. 3.57 in an account where his feelings towards John the Cappadocian are 

made very clear. He was originally a scriniarius on the staff of a magister militum 

when he achieved favour with Justinian for making suggestions that would be to the 

benefit of the state. Martindale suggests that he would have been promoted to become 

one of the numerarii, which were heads of the financial departments of the officium of 

a magister militum (Martindale, 1992: III A 627-8). From there he was enrolled 

among the illustres and thus became a senator, eventually rising to the post of 

Praetorian Prefect. He was inducted as Prefect in 531, but was dismissed along with 

Eudaemon and Tribonian on the demands of the rioters during the Nika riot in 532. He 

was apparently unpopular due to various financial reforms and measures that he had 

introduced. 135 As Procopius states in Wars 1.25.1, he was reinstated along with 

Tribonian later in 532 once that riot had been suppressed. In 533, he opposed 

Justinian's war against the Vandals because of the financial costs involved. When he 

tried to reduce costs through a special baking of the soldiers' bread, it turned into a 

disaster resulting in the deaths of over five hundred soldiers. 136 

135 De Mag. 3.70 

136 Wars 1.13.15-20 
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John the Cappadocian was greatly feared throughout the empire because of his close 

association with Justinian and his influence over him. In De Mag 3.57, Lydus claims 

that he brought many accusations against people and built a prison where people were 

tortured and killed solely for the purpose of extracting money from them. He became 

an honorary consul in 535 and was later given the rank of consul ordinarius in the 

East in 538. As described by both Procopius and Lydus, his downfall finally came in 

541, which was the tenth year ofhis prefecture.137 This began after Belisarius returned 

from Italy in 540 as John the Cappadocian became jealous of his popularity. 

Moreover, he was already in the dangerous position of having a hostile relationship 

with Theodora and against whom he had made numerous accusations. He was clearly 

a threat to the influence that Theodora had over her husband and yet she could not 

take her revenge on him because of the high regard in which Justinian held him. As 

Lydus states in De Mag. 3.69, no one made a move until Theodora took control of the 

situation and arranged his downfall. Procopius makes it very clear however that it was 

not because of his wrongdoings that Theodora arranged this, but rather because he had 

openly opposed her and created a rift between her and Justinian. 138 As stated 

previously, Theodora allegedly used Antonina as her agent in a Machiavellian scheme 

where she implicated him in a conspiracy against Justinian, which eventually resulted 

in his dismissal and exile to Cyzicus.139 Here he was ordained into the priesthood 

against his will and his wealth confiscated. However, Procopius describes in Wars 

1.25.32-41 how Justinian took pity on him and restored some of his wealth to him 

until he was impicated in another plot to murder Eusebius, the bishop of Cyzicus. 

Consequently he was imprisoned and beaten, his wealth confiscated from him again, 

and he was exiled to Egypt, although his guilt was never clearly established. Procopius 

goes on to relate how even in exile, he accused citizens of Alexandria of owing money 

to the state. Later, in 545, Theodora once again tried to implicate him in the murder of 

Eusebius, although this also failed. 140 After the death of Theodora in 548, he was 

137 Wars 1.25.3 

138 S.H. 17.38 

139 Wars 1.25.13-30 
140 S.H. 17.41-4 
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recalled to Constantinople by Justinian but remained a priest and lived out the 

remainder of his life without serious incident.141 

As is evident throughout their work and is mentioned in the discussion on the 

Prefecture, John the Cappadocian was strongly criticized by Lydus and Procopius for 

both his administration and his personal behaviour. 142 This criticism was echoed by 

another contemporary source, Pseudo-Zacharias, who accuses him of devising many 

ways of extracting money from the populace for the imperial treasury and personal 

benefit (Martindale, 1992: IIIA 630). A similar criticism was also shared by the 

general populace who, apart from having any specific political motives, crowded into 

Constantinople after suffering under John the Cappadocian's excessive taxation. They 

eventually displayed their discontent in the Nika riot and called for the dismissal of 

the Cappadocian. 143 In Wars 1.25.8, Procopius claims that he developed imperial 

ambitions as a result of listening to sorcerors and astrologers, and in De Mag. 3.62, 

Lydus states that had the most support among the worst elements of the population. 

Because of this unanimous criticism of his financial measures, one can determine that 

Lydus' negative portrayal of John the Cappadocian was based on more than simply a 

grudge at having lost career benefits and the changes in the Prefecture brought about 

by him. As a financial administrator, he was clearly very good at his job and increased 

the financial responsibilities of his office. In the Secret History, Procopius casts him 

as the protege to Justinian, much as Antonina is to Theodora. In an unusual statement 

that seems to belong more to the Secret History than to the Wars, Procopius says that 

he passed for a Christian, yet dressed for vigils in a pagan manner and spent his time 

uttering magic spells in an attempt to bring the emperor under his control. 144 Yet 

despite any truth to accusations of him amassing great personal wealth, the financial 

demands of Justinian's reform policies were very great and he succeeded in meeting 

these demands. Hence his popularity with and influence over the emperor. As 

Martindale argues, he was the effective vehicle whereby Justinian was able to realize 

1◄ 1 Wars 2.30.49-50, Malalas' Chronicle 481 

1 ◄2 Although his behaviour in opposition to the initial expenditure of the Persian war was not criticized by 
Procopius. 

143 De Mag. 3. 70 

I« Wars 1.25.10 

56 



his plans "to increase the efficiency of tax-collection, to abolish abuses, to limit state 

expenditure where possible and to increase the efficiency of the appeals system" 

(Martindale, 1992: IlIA 630). 
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4: THE STYLE OF THE "SECRET IDSTORY" AND "DE 

MAGISTRA TIBUS", BOOK 3 

The stylistic issues that are selected and considered concerning the texts of the Secret 

History and De Magistratibus are: the target audience, genre, sources and the question 

of accuracy. In terms of De Magistratibus, the discussion has generally been limited to 

book 3, as this relates directly to the reign of Justinian and therefore provides a useful 

point of comparison with the Secret History. This part of the discussion intends to 

account for the literary context in which these two works appear and what they reveal 

of their authors' personal value systems. 

A) Target Audience: 

The question of audience both for Procopius and Lydus is a crucial one as it can be 

used to resolve certain matters, including the motivation for writing and the nature of 

bias. In this section, the two most important issues considered are those of the 

audiences' position in time and social space in relation to Procopius and Lydus. Once 

these questions have been resolved, the motivation for writing and the nature of bias 

become clearer. 

The first assumption is that both Procopius and Lydus wrote with the intention of 

being read and therefore each had an audience in mind. In addition, both authors wrote 

in Greek145 and had produced other books, thus one might assume that they had in 

mind more or less the same audience as for their other work. Superficially, this is 

more obvious concerning Lydus' work than that of Procopius. For all three of the 

extant works ofLydus deal directly with matters of Roman history and custom, 

although it should not be forgotten that Lydus had also composed several works of 

panegyric and apparently a history of the war against the Persians in the 520s.146 The 

works of Procopius however, have a greater divergence in geme. Yet as Cameron has 

argued, these works should seen together as a unified body of work and therefore 

would have had a common target audience (Cameron, 1985: 11). Secondly, the 

audience would have needed to know and understand the subject matter of both De 

145 Due to his detailed knowledge of the language, Lydus could have written in Latin ifhe had chosen to. 
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Magistratibus and the Secret History, or to have been prepared to accept their 

accounts as being either authoritative or at the very least representative of a particular 

group within Byzantine society. Furthermore, in addition to this familiarity with the 

content, they would have needed a sufficient degree of sympathy or understanding of 

Procopius' vitriolic attack on Justinian and Theodora and Lydus' criticism of the 

changing nature of the magistracies to know that the facts presented were not entirely 

inaccurate and that the criticisms were, when seen within context and genre, justified. 

Procopius himself justifies the writing of the Secret History (and explains the structure 

in which it was composed) in its opening lines when he states: 147 

" Henceforth, however, this plan of composition will be followed by me no longer, for 

here shall be set down everything that came to pass in every part of the Roman 

Empire. The reason for this is that it was not possible, as long as the actors were still 

alive, for these things to have been recorded in the way they should have been. " 

(S.H. 1:1-2) 

A short while later, in a further emphasis of this point summarising his reasons for the 

writing of the Secret History and perhaps providing a clue concerning the relationship 

between the Wars and the Secret History, he goes on: 148 

"Nay, more, in the case of many of the events described in the previous narrative I 

was compelled to conceal the causes which led up to them. It will therefore be 

necessary for me in this book to disclose, not only those things which have hitherto 

remained undivulged, but also the causes of those occurrences which have already 

been described " 

(S.H. 1:3) 

146 Martindale, 1990: II 613 

147 'ta 6£ e.v8ev6£ OUIC£'tt µoi 'tp6Jtq> 'tip ei.p1]µ£V<p ~uyicetae'tat, e.u\. £V'ta00a yeypavuai MV'ta, 67t6aa 611 
'tE't'UXTtlCE yevea8ai n:aV'ta:x,68t. ~ 'Pcoµawv ap:x,%. ai'.nov 6£, lm. 611 ou:x, ot6v 'tE 'qV n:epi6V'tO>V E'tt 'to>V 
au'ta ei.pyaaµevmv o'tcp 6et cxvaypoopea8ai 'tp61tq>. 

148 a>.J,.a ica\. 11:011.11.&v 'tCOV EV 'tOt~ eµn:poa8ev Myoi~ ei.p1]µ£VO>V CX11:01Cp{>'lfaa8ai 't~ ai.tl~ i)vayicaa8TtV, 't~ 
['t6) 'tE [6') ouv 'tE~ &ppTl'ta µetvaV'ta ica\. 'to>V eµn:poa8ev 6e6TtA.O>µEVO>V E.V'taOOa µoi 'tO'U Myou 't~ 
ai.tl~ O'!U,Li\vai 6ei\aei. 
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In the continuation of this revealing introduction to the Secret History and his 

statement of his immediate purpose for writing it, he follows with yet another 

important clue as to what his anticipated readership was: 149 

"As I turn, however, to a new endeavour which is fraught with difficulty and is in fact 

extraordinarily hard to cope with, being concerned, as it is, with the lives of Justinian 

and Theodora, I find myself stammering and shrinking from it as far as possible, as I 

weigh the chances that such things are now to be written by me will seem neither 

credible nor probable to men of a later generation; and especially when the mighty 

stream of time renders the story somewhat ancient, /fear lest I shall earn the 

reputation of being even a narrator of myths and shall be ranked among the tragic 

poets" (S.H. 1 :4). 

This passage also has a wider significance and helps to establish Procopius' motive 

for writing the Secret History, his perception of its relation to his other works as well 

as providing a classical apologia for the viciousness of his treatment of Justinian and 

Theodora. However, as with his promise of revealing more details in a later work, 

Procopius does not deliver what he promises at the outset. He claims that the work 

will make known certain events that he was unable to reveal in the Wars (S.H. 1:1-3), 

yet it is clear that the primary motive of the work is a personal character assassination 

of those mentioned. This passage (S.H. 1:4) by implication anticipates two 

readerships: Firstly, his contemporaries, or at least those who had a first hand 

experience of life under Justinian's regime; secondly, it implies his intention that the 

work be read by later generations. Thus, like Thucyidides (who was arguably an 

important historiographic and literary influence for Procopius)150 he writes in part for 

future readers, who may be dependent on him for the basic facts. He therefore claims 

to be writing as an authority on the subject and as he himself states in the opening 

passages of both the Wars and the Secret History, is uniquely qualified to leave an 

account, since he was an eyewitness. There may be pretentiousness in this assumption 

149 'Ai..:>.a µoi ec; ayrovicnv e-tepav i6vn Xai...£1tT1V nva ,cal. 6Etvioc; aµaxov 't©V 'Iooonviavip 'tE ,cal. 
8EO&i>p{l ~Ej3uoµevrov ~~a\.VEiv 'tE ,cal. ava1t06~iv £1ti 1ti...Eta1:ov £1CEtvo 6iapi8µouµevq> !;u~a\.VEi, 01:i 
611 µoi 1:ama EV 'tql 1tap6vn 'YE'YPUVE'tat 'ta µ11tt 1tia1:a µ111:E Ei1C6'ta q>aVTJ(J6µEva 1:otc; lS1tta8EV 
'YEVTJ(J0µ£VO\C,, lUi...coc; tt 61t11vi1Ca £1t1. µeya {>Ewac; 6 xp6voc; 1taMX\O'tEpaV fflV CXlCOTIV CX1tEP'Y~E'tat, 
6£6oi,ca µ11 ,cal. µu8oi...oy\.ac; a1t0\.aoµai 66!;av ,cav 1:otc; 1:paycp6o6i6a01Cai...oic; 1:£1:a!;oµai. 
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of the author Gust as there is a certain arrogance of erudition present in Lydus' work), 

yet it is his defence that he is unique in his closeness to Belisarius. 

The question of audience also raises the larger issue of perceived personal identity. In 

the matter of Procopius' identity, one should allow for a distinction between the actual 

author and the literary persona that the writer adopts. This is a fundamental question 

when deconstructing the composition of any work, yet it is particularly significant 

when attempting to reconcile two works as apparently divergent in style, format and 

tone as Procopius' Secret History and Wars. Thus there are two basic elements in the 

persona of the writer of the Secret History. These are firstly, that Procopius has 

privileged information and can reveal causes behind events and secondly, that 

Procopius is the interpreter, instructor and recorder seeing himself in the mould of 

Thucydides. 151 There is a distinct similarity between the style of the opening lines ( or 

proem) of the Secret History and the Wars. Both claim to be of value to the present 

and future generations and both claim to be a complete account of the events. The 

chief difference lies in the persona that Procopius adopts in each of the works. In the 

Wars, he is the chronicler who has witnessed events personally and therefore can 

provide the most descriptive and comprehensive account. In the Secret History, he is 

still depicted as the best qualified person for the job, due to his closeness to the 

individuals and events described, but the emphasis is on his being the revealer of truth 

that had hitherto been known by some, yet remained unrevealed. Lydus adopts the 

primary persona of the antiquarian preserver of Roman culture, angry at how 

traditional practices and customs have become corrupted. Yet this is underscored with 

a second persona who presents a way out of the present crisis through a return to 

traditional Roman custom. In this way Lydus was able to thinly veil his own 

disappointment with the Prefecture when his unrealistic early rise to prominence 

within the system152 came to a crashing halt with the departure of Zoticus, and he was 

150 See the discussion concerning the plague in Constantinople and its parallels with Thucydides' account of the 
Athenian plague in the fifth century BCE. 

151 However, Thucydides did not have the critical appreciation in antiquity that he enjoys today. He was revered as 
an early innovator in the genre of historiography, but the political commentary that was embedded in his work lost 
its relevance with the collapse of the polts as an institution (Gabba, 1981: 50). 

152 De Mag. 3.27 
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consequently faced with the struggle for survival in a system that had almost certainly 

always been corrupt, but that he had been too privileged and distanced to see this. 

Another key issue in the establishment of a target audience is that of the use of 

particular phrases and terms and the specific choice of language. In an attempt to 

prepare the reader for the graphic descriptions that are to follow, Procopius states that 

contemporaries could verify the truthfulness of the facts presented and that such a 

vivid portayal was necessary, because everyone had been previously too afraid to 

write of the real nature of Justinian's court. He even includes himself in this category 

and says that it had previously been impossible to reveal the facts as openly as he now 

intended. 153 However, this may simply be an admission that the descriptions that so 

characterize the Secret History would have been entirely inappropriate in the Wars 

and were thus excluded. Besides providing an important clue as to the date of 

composition of this passage, this confession serves as a useful literary device for 

reinforcing the reader's perception of the accuracy and truthfulness of the events that 

are to follow. However, unlike Thucydides who was very clear about the genre in 

which he was writing (and helping to create), he fears that he may be taken as the 

purveyor of mythoi or a tpayco606t6a01ca1..oc; (narrator of tragic myths). 154 

~ 

Furthermore, Procopius claims that the starkness of his portrayal was necessary to 

provide a consolation for people of later ages to know that in their sufferings under 

some future tyranny, their tribulations were neither the first nor the worst. This fulfils 

one of the basic educational functions of historiography when written for a future 

audience, which was elucidate the past so as to explain the present. Although the 

tradition dates back further, this trend is most noticeable from the early fifth century 

when Augustine of Hippo's City of God and Orosius' Historia contra paganos 

attempted to relate the past so as to reduce the apparent significance of any 

contemporary suffering.155 He comes to this conclusion after a stylized personal 

debate that he shares with the reader, wherein he considers whether or not he should 

1S3 S.H. 1.1-10 

IS4 S.H. 1.4 

155 Croke and Emmett, 1983: "Historiography in Late Antiquity: An Overview" in their History and Historians in 
Late Antiquity, pg.3. 
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record the worst deeds of the present in the fear that they may be imitated by 

inexperienced would-be tyrants in the future. 156 Besides providing a consolation to 

subjects under a future tyranny, Procopius believed that it would also serve as a 

warning to future tyrants that their deeds would not go unpunished. He mentions the 

characters of Semiramis, Sardanapalus and Nero as ifto prepare the reader for a 

portrayal that would rank Justinian along with these individuals. 157 This also implies 

that readers would be familiar with these notorious figures from Roman and Near 

Eastern history. It is in this context that the persona that Procopius adopts in the Secret 

History presents Justinian as being personally responsible for the full half century of 

upheaval experienced throughout the empire (including barbarian invasions, Persian 

conflicts, civil disputes and natural disasters). 158 

Procopius also begins the Wars by clearly stating his intention of writing both for the 

present and posterity as well as the reason for doing so: 159 

"The memory of these events he deemed would be a great thing and most helpful to 

men of the present time, and to future generations as well, in case time should ever 

again place men under a similar stress. For men who purpose to enter upon a war or 

are preparing themselves for any kind of struggle may derive some benefit from a 

narrative of a similar situation in history, inasmuch as this discloses the final result 

attained by men of an earlier day in a struggle of the same sort, and foreshadows, at 

least for those who are most prudent in planning, what outcome present events will 

probably have." (Wars 1.1-2) 

156 S.H. 1.7-8 

157 S.H. 1. 9-1 O.Semiramis was emulated by Alexander the Great and was a reasonable model for the pushy, 
extravagant, alien wife. 

158 S.H. 18 

159 mvm;p 'tT\V µVTl)!T\V a'U'tO~ <p£'t0 µeya 'ti. foea8at ica\. ~'llVOtaOV £~ 't<X µw..ta'ta 'tOl~ 't£ vOv O'Uat ica\. 'tOl~ 
~ 'tO £1t£t'ta YEVT\<JOµevot~, Et 1tO't£ ica\. a'li8t~ 6 xp6v~ £~ oµotav 'ttV(X 'tO~ av8pol1to~ avaylCT\V 6ta80t't0. 
'tO~ 't£ yap 1t0A.EµT\OEW'\lat ica\. c'U~ aymvto'llµEVO~ OVT\OtV 'ttva £1C1t0p\.l;ea8at oi'.a 'tE EO'ttV T\ ~ eµq>e­
po~ la,:opt~ ent6et~~. CX1t01CaA.U1t'tO'\laa µev 01t0t 1tO't£ 'tOl~ 1tpoyey£VT1µEV0t~ 't<X ~ oµot~ aymvta~ 
EX«>PT\OEV, alvtaOOµEVT\ 6e onotav 'ti.Va 't£A.£'\l'tf\V 'tOl~ ye ~ apta'ta j3o'llA.£'1lOµEVot~ 't<X 1tap6v1:a, IDS 'tO 

ei.ic~, £~Et. 
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Another important motif and literary device that occurs repeatedly in the Secret 

History and one which has a bearing on his target audience is that of the ''taking of the 

most sacred of oaths to Christians". Procopius regularly uses this phrase and similar 

variants in order to blacken the character of certain individuals (such as Belisarius), or 

exonerate others (such as Photius, as he doesn't break his oath to Belisarius) when 

they subsequently break these oaths. A variation of this motif is the violation of 

objects and places considered sacred ( especially by Justinian and Theodora). This is 

referred to in events such as Archpriest of Ephesus Andreas' acceptance of a bribe to 

hand over Calligonus to Photius160
, or Theodora's removal of Photius from his 

sanctuary first in the Church of the Mother of God and then from the baptisterium in 

the Church of St. Sophia. 161 As noted by H.B.Dewing in his translation (1935: 39), the 

first of these places that Photius escaped to was actually a considerable distance from 

the palace where he was confined and it seems likely that he would have sought 

somewhere to hide much nearer to the palace. Both the palace and the Church of St. 

Sophia are at the eastern extremity of the city, whereas the Church of the Mother of 

God that is probably being referred to is in the far northwestern comer of the city. This 

seems an unrealistic distance for someone to travel desperately seeking sanctuary from 

Theodora without first being caught. This possible inaccuracy on the part of Procopius 

may imply either that his source was not entirely accurate (ifhe had not witnessed the 

events himself), or that that this passage referring to the tribulations of Photius was 

pure invention in order to further blacken the characters of both Belisarius and 

Theodora. Before describing Photius' miraculous escape with the help of the prophet 

Zacheriah, he seems to confirm his motive for including this incident in his 

narrative: 162 

"For no inviolable spot ever remained inaccessible to her, but it seemed nothing to 

her to do violence to any and all sacred things. " (S.H. 3.25) 

160 S.H. 3.3-4 

161 S.H. 3.23-25 

162 xcop\.ov yap aj3ep11iov 7t0>1tO't£ UV£q><X1t'tOV a-i>ti\ o-i>6ev yeyovev, ~i· a-i>-tj\ Pifd;ea8at ta iepa ~uµnavta 
oi>6£v npayµa e66x:et etvat. 
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The implication of the use of this motifis that Procopius was writing for people with a 

knowledge and reverence for Christian beliefs, or he would not go to such great 

lengths to emphasize the sanctity of these oaths and places that were being violated. 

It would be presumptuous to assume that he personally considered these oaths and 

places to be sacred, yet he certainly realised that they would be considered as such by 

a very Christian populace. The very fact that Procopius emphasizes the secrecy of 

these oaths adds weight to the argument that they were his invention, for if they were 

so secret, he would surely not have known of their existence. 

Procopius repeatedly uses other imagery usually associated with Christianity in the 

Secret History that reinforces the notion that he was writing for those with Christian 

sympathies. Although he carefully avoids making any doctrinal or theological 

statements, he does imply a certain combination of Christian and traditional Roman 

metaphysics that was quite common until Justinian's strict distinction between the two 

( even though later developments in philosophy and theology would show a prevailing 

combination ). 163 For instance, in many places Procopius refers to the role of 't~X,T\ 

(Fortune}164 as a driving force behind events as well as making references to (0E6~) 

God, as opposed to gods. Yet even here it is unlikely that he is referring to God in a 

specifically Christian sense. In some passages, such as S.H 10.10, the concepts of 

't~XTl and God are placed side by side as though they were interchangeable, although 

the use of 't'UXTl is usually within a Christian system of explanation rather than a 

classical pagan one. 165 However, as Cameron points out, one cannot make many 

presumptions regarding Procopius' use of such terminology as tJx11, for it is simply 

one word in a fairly large body of inherited vocabulary from classicising writers and 

one cannot simply separate it from other such terms as having any singular 

significance (Cameron, 1985: 36).166 His use of Christian imagery usually serves the 

163 The history of theology and philosophy during the early Middle Ages was driven by attempts to reconcile 
Christian beliefs with their initially Hebrew undertones and Neo-Platonic philosophy which, although also 
influential in Orthodox Christianity, was strongly present in Gnosticism and Manicheism. 

164 S.H. 10.6, 10.9, 10.10 

165 Christian historians would refer to the role of God in human affairs and could not subscribe to classical notions 
of ~X'll as causal factors in history ( Croke and Emmett, 1983: "Historiography in Late Antiquity: An Overview" in 
their History and Historians in Late Antiquity, pg.5.) 

I 166 By the time of Agathias, Procopius' successor, the concept of't'OX£ had been completely replaced by a sense of 
a divine plan (Croke and Emmett, ibid. pg.5). 
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purpose of darkening the character of Justinian, an emperor who was considered by 

many to be pious and saintly. In S.H. 13.4 he blatantly states: 

"And while he seemed to have a firm belief as regards Christ, yet even this was for 

the ruin of his subjects "167 

In a comparison between Malalas' and Procopius' alternative presentations of 

Justinian's approach to inheritance, Scott refers the story ofEulalios as presented by 

Malalas (Scott, 1985: 102-3). In the original account168 the story is told of a certain 

Eulalios whose house burned down and was consequently unable to provide for his 

daughters, as he was in great debt. In his will he requested that Justinian provide a 

stipulated daily amount for his daughter as well as a dowry of ten pounds of gold 

when it came time for them to marry. Malalas states that the property was valued and 

proved to be worth less than the amount requested, yet Justinian still paid the 

allowance and commanded for the daughters to be brought under the personal 

supervison of Theodora Scott argues that, due to the nature of the story and the 

manner in which it is presented, the story must be oral in orgin and is likely to have 

been officially encouraged as it provided good publicity for Justinian (Scott, 1985: 

102). Its relevance in terms of defining the target audience of Procopius is that the 

approach to inheritance is one of the key issues that he uses as a criticism of Justinian 

and his lack of piety. As Scott states "Procopius accuses Justinian of forging wills, 

trumping up charges so that he can grab other people's property, of changing the 

laws of inheritance in a way that amounts to the imposition of a hefty death duty; and 

of doing all this while hypocritically claiming that he was acting piously"169 (Scott, 

1985: 102-3). Piety was one of the cardinal virtues that an emperor was expected to 

possess and accusation of the absence of it was a serious criticism in the eyes of a 

Christian audience. Evidence of this lies in the very fact that Justinian attempted to 

promote stories such as the one referred to above for the very purpose of reaffirming 

his piety. 

167 ll.6E,av 6£ ~e~aiov lxµq,l 't<p XptCJ't<p £X£W £661C£t, a'J.:>..a ,cal 'tO'U'tO £7ti q,86pq1 'tO>V 1Ca'tT11C6mv. 

168 Malalas' Chronicle 439 

169 S.H. 12.1-11, 21.15, 11.3. 
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Procopius describes Justinian's ascetic habits of little sleep and food not in the 

laudatory manner that usually accompanies such monastic practices, but in the 

negative accusation that it provided the emperor with more time to plan his 

destruction ofhumanity.170 The Christian audience for whom Procopius was writing 

would not have been of a uniform theological persuasion. His criticism of Justinian's 

policies against the Monophysites and Arians in particular (eg. S.H. 11.14-23 and 

18.10-12), may indicate that he was also writing for their benefit, or at least for the 

benefit of individuals who felt that such a reign of terror to be unjust and unsafe for 

anyone. Certainly, with the exception of a few cities, the Orthodox Church (ie. 

Chalcedonian Catholic) had never been as strong in the provinces as it was in the 

capital and many of these other religious groups had a strong foothold in the 

provinces. 171 However, this evidence implying Procopius' Christian audience need not 

imply that his work was only intended for Christians. For one could also extrapolate 

from his use of the phrases "oaths most sacred to Christians" and "the Church of 

Mary Theotokos, which the Byzantines consider most sacretf'172 as being an indication 

that he was writing for an audience which included those who were not Christian, or 

at least not familiar with the environment of Constantinople, or, as has already been 

established, people of a later generation. Conversely, while Lydus may have been 

considering at least partially the same audience as Procopius, he made little attempt to 

appeal to their religious sensibilities and refrained from references to Christianity as 

an ideology altogether. Yet he does on occasion refer to God (not the gods), such as in 

De Mag. 3.76, implying that even though he may not have been a believer, he chose to 

adopt Christian vocabulary. This is not surprising, considering that Constantinople 

was one of the most important cities in the Christian world and Justinian's emphasis 

on the emperor's role as "protector of the Faith" as a justification for action in both 

the east and west. 

170 S.H. 13.28-33 

171 Arianism was a very dominant belief system in the east, as well as being the Christian denomination followed 
by the majority of the Goths. Monophysitism was also extremely widespread in the eastern provinces, for this was 
where John of Ephesus went on a proseletyzing mission that was received very well. 

172 S.H. 3.23 
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Both De Magistratibus and the Secret History were written in Greek, yet the former 

uses many Latin terms
173

• Does this indicate that the works were intended for different 

audiences or that the audience was likely to be bilingual? In a move that must have 

appeared to Lydus to be contrary to Roman imperial restoration (although he says 

nothing ofit directly), Justinian had ruled that Greek was to be the official language of 

the Byzantine bureaucracy. Although the main language spoken in Constantinople was 

Greek and the capital of the empire was in Constantinople, a centre of predominantly 

Greek culture (yet there were a multitude of facets of other cultures also present 

within this cosmopolitan and syncretist environment), the Byzantines still perceived 

themselves as Romans. In many instances Procopius refers to the "Romans" and the 

"Roman Empire" (eg. S.H.13.23, 13.32, 12.9) reinforcing the sense of a direct 

continuity from the collapsed Western Empire to the continuation of the Eastern 

Empire centered at Constantinople. This sense of a continuation of the Roman Empire 

based at Constantinople was to continue until the fall of the city to the Turks in 1453. 

Thus the term was used to legitimate the continuation of empire, and the retention of 

the term allowed a convenient justification of campaigns to recover and maintain 

control over Rome itself. It may be significant that Lydus states at the beginning of 

Book 3 to De Magistratibus: 

"Through him (ie. Justinian) the state is greater in extent than it was not long ago, 

since Libya has been restored to us and, and Rome herself, the mother of our 

civilization, delivered by the sweat and effort of the empire from the fetters and power 

of the barbarians." (De Mag. 3.1.2). 

In this passage he does not refer to the empire being restored "to the Romans" but "to 

us", implying a possible distinction in Lydus' mind between Hellenised Byzantines in 

Constantinople and Romans in the region of the old Western Empire. Yet the 

significance of this is questionable, as the Byzantines would refer to themselves as 

Romans for hundreds of years subsequent to this, and Hellenistic and Roman history 

had combined into a hybrid view of the past where the two had often become difficult 

to separate. Certainly Lydus himself betrays no indication that he was more proud of 

his Hellenistic rather than his Roman heritage. However, this passage does imply a 

173 See Chapter 2 for some of the Latin terms used by Lydus. 
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conservative attitude that the restoration of Libya would have affected the provincials 

first and foremost. Moreover, it implies that these were the people with whom Lydus 

personally identified and for whom he may have been writing his work. They were 

usually the people who suffered the most from barbarian raids and imperial taxation in 

addition to the maintenance of an uneasy frontier. It is also notable that Lydus 

mentions the recapture of Rome, even if only significant from a psychological 

standpoint as he acknowledges Rome as ''the mother of our civilization". As an issue 

of language, Latin had always been the official language of the empire, and thus it 

represented to Lydus an essential part of the institutions that he was so desperately 

trying to defend from decay, or what he considered to be inappropriate reforms. This 

factor was more significant when considering his composition of the work in Greek 

and deliberate use of Latin terms as a means of really making his point, instead of 

having the assumption that his audience must have been Latin-speaking in order to be 

familiar with these terms. On the contrary, the significance ofLydus' use of Latin 

terms lies rather in the fact that they presented him with a means of showing off his 

Latin erudition and bilingualism to an audience that was perhaps not so bilingual and 

affirming his role as a grammaticus174
• Although Lydus makes reference to Latin 

terms throughout his work and generally glosses them, in certain places he actually 

seems to explain Latin expressions to his predominantly Greek readers. For instance, 

in De Mag. 3.3, he states: 

"Now generally in all the registers bearing the emperor's signature adiutores were of 

old entered up in the fore-front of the battle-line. The expression is as follows: et 

collocare eum in legione prima adiutrice nostra - "and you should station him in the 

first legion assisting us", so to speak Hence the official who heads the register even 

nowadays is termed the comicularius, viz. The man on the wings or the front-line 

fighter". (De Mag. 3.3.1-2) 

The Secret History on the other hand was apparently not written with the motive of 

preserving such a specific part of Roman culture as the Latin language in mind, nor 

was there any need to make references to the language in his work, and it therefore 

includes no Latin. The key point about this issue of language is that while Procopius 

174 This role had officially been endorsed by Justinian with Lydus' appointment at the imperial school in 
Constantinople (De Mag. 3.29). 
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clearly intended his work to be read both by contemporaries and future generations, 

Lydus' anticipated audience was his contemporaries and any use of his work by future 

generations was of secondary importance. This is not surprising, as an important 

purpose of his work was to be a manual of transformation to a new era of 

rediscovered, traditional Roman culture (though not in the manner that Justinian 

wished to realise this similar dream). It would therefore serve less of a purpose to 

further generations. When viewed from this perspective, the antiquarian value of the 

book as a record of Roman magistracies may have been entirely secondary, even 

though superficially this appears as its primary purpose arid its point of greatest 

similarity with his other books. 

In De Mag. 3.30, Lydus provides an important clue concerning those for whom he was 

writing when he thanks the Praetorian Prefecture, although he was clearly not writing 

for the Prefecture. As is consistent with most writers, it follows that he was writing for 

those with a similar education and generally similar interests as himself. The target 

audience for Lydus may also include those with a background in philosophy 

(particularly those with knowledge of the works of Plato and Aristotle, who were 

already by this stage considered to be the two most important figures in classical 

philosophy). Lydus did have a particular interest in Greek philosophy and was 

influenced by the Second Sophistic Movement. Although he does not quote either 

Plato or Aristotle directly in De Magistratibus ( other than a reference to an animal 

described in Aristotle's History of Animals in De Mag. 3.63), his other two works 

frequently indicate a familiarity with both of these philosophers in addition to a 

multitude of other classical sources. For instance, he makes mention of Plato's 

Timaeus in De Mensibus 2.8; 2.12; 3.3; 4.35; 4.38; 4.51; 4.53; 4.76; 4.159 and at least 

six other dialogues by the philosopher in the same work (Maas, 1992:133)175
• 

He may very well have identified himself with this classical revival even more so than 

with Christianity. This is supported by the tone of the vague autobiographical image 

presented in his works. It would also be consistent with his interests, as the multitude 

of sources referred to as authorities on a wide variety of subjects (including 

175 For a full list of authors quoted by Lydus, see the relevant appendix in Maas (1992). 
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metaphysics) did not include many works by Christian Fathers and included very few 

references to the Septuaginta (Greek version of the Old Testament). Namely, the 

books of Daniel in De Mag. 1.31; Isaiah 1.11-14; Psalms 80.3; Leviticus 10.9 in De 

Mensibus 4.24; 3.11; and 4.53 respectively (Maas, 1992: 135). In this case a possible 

source, and certainly a great influence over his thinking (ie. Aristotle) may have 

helped to determine the audience for which Lydus was primarily writing. By quoting 

from the philosophers and other classical authors, Lydus also gave a certain authority 

and authenticity to his work. Aristotle had himself done a study of constitutions in 

works that included the Politics and the Athenian Constitution and Lydus may have 

seen himself as taking up the torch. 176 Instead of merely being familiar with Aristotle 

and other classical authors and attempting to carry his work on their fame, he shows 

an understanding of these authors (although he was not writing philosophy). For 

example, he used a similar vocabulary to Aristotle as well as his conceptual model to 

explain the contemporary decline in the offices of state and society in De 

Magistratibus. As Maas argues, the uniqueness of Lydus was that he attempted to 

apply a formal understanding of philosophy to everyday experience (Maas, 1992: 

97).177 This could have formed an alternative to the application of Christian theology 

to everyday experience. He may also have seen himself as continuing in the tradition 

of the Second Sophistic Movement, amongst whose prominent figures were Aelius 

Aristides, Plutarch and Arrian. 

Another consideration is that besides writing primarily for a contemporary audience, 

the very nature and manner in which Lydus presents his argument implies that he had 

a secondary purpose of writing for posterity. It should be noted that any author who 

writes with the intention of being read by a future audience automatically assumes a 

certain continuation of interest, and sometimes even an involvement in their chosen 

subject. Lydus could not have any particular preconceptions about what the interests 

of a future audience may be ( or could he he harbour any confidence in the total 

176 The Athenian Constitution was part of a collected study of the constitutions of 158 cities done by Aristotle's 
students, yet only this one survives from a papyrus recovered in 1890 (trans. H.Rackham, Loeb Classical Library) 
177 However, as Camey argues (Camey, ii.76), Aristotle's political works in particular are nowhere mentioned by 
Lydus. This may imply that even though he was familiar with Aristotle's thought, the political writings of Aristotle 
had very little influence over him. 
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permanence of Roman culture as he saw it),178 yet he did believe that there was an 

innate value in the Roman cultural tradition that deserved to be preserved. However, 

the primary message of his work is its articulation (through a discussion of the 

magisterial history and composition) of a restoration rather than simply preservation. 

Yet despite this apparent yearning for a restoration of the Roman Republic, there is no 

certain evidence that the work is truly programatic. In this context, both Procopius and 

Lydus appear to have been writing for an audience that had an ambivalent attitude and 

reaction to the dramatic changes brought about by the policies of Justinian. Although 

this included members of their own class in society, it would have reached a wider 

audience than is immediately apparent from the varied loyalties that they betray. 

B) Genre: 

Unlike the similarity that existed between their respective target audiences, the genres 

of the two works each present their own problems of interpretation, although certain 

points of convergence will be suggested. It could be argued that just as the Secret 

History appears as an appendix to the Wars, so in a sense does De Mag. 3 stand in 

relationship to De J\,fag. 1-2 and Lydus' other two works. In their respective prefaces, 

both books (ie. the Secret History and De Mag. 3) imply that they are of the broad 

genre "now it can finally be told". 

Lydus' three antiquarian works were not so much an attempt to preserve and record 

history as place contemporary problems in a historical context and thereby question 

the past itself. Thus, much like the problems facing early references to the Secret 

History, Lydus' works should take on a greater significance to historians than simply 

being a prosaic record of interesting details regarding Byzantine life. Lydus was to use 

his description of the Byzantine magistracies as a vehicle for criticizing contemporary 

changes. He was clearly unhappy with the transformation that the magistracies had 

undergone during his lifetime, even if these changes had only become apparent once 

he had lost his initial patronage, and describes the past so as to define what he 

considered to be a break with continuity. Lydus must have understood that 

178 The sack of Rome in 410 by the Visigoths had an irreversible effect on Romans' (both Christian and pagan) 
perception of an "Eternal Rome" and this faith could never be fully restored (Croke and Emmett, 1983: 
"Historiography in Late Antiquity: An Overview" in their History and Historians in Late Antiquity, pg.3.) 
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magistracies would change over time, yet the changes that he describes he considered 

to be unnatural and avoidable. He saw the proliferation of unqualified and uneducated 

personnel, creating chaos in a system that had previously existed in a delicate state of 

balance, although he is careful not to blame the emperor directly: 

"For there is no difference between a private person and a man who insinuates 

himself into any of the services by styling alone. I do not say that state affairs have not 

assumed a better and more productive form as a result of the care taken by the 

sovereign, but that these people are comingforwardfor public work although they 

are not of the proper background". (De Mag. 3.2.5).179 

The genre of De Magistratibus is therefore very unlike that of the Secret History in 

certain respects yet similar in that, while the former openly complains about changes 

resulting from the corruption of certain individuals (specifically John the 

Cappadocian) and is fairly clear in its motive, the latter appears to a certain extent to 

be what it is not. Superficially it is a vicious personal invective against Justinian, yet 

on a deeper analysis it shows a fairly sophisticated knowledge of the complex 

character of Justinian (especially in S.H. 8.22-33 and 10.13-23). This does not mean 

to say that De Magistratibus is simplistic or lacking in subtlety, but that its motive 

was to account directly for the corruption within the magistracies particularly and to 

provide a plea for the restoration of the Praetorian Prefecture to its former glory. The 

Secret History had the same ultimate purpose of accounting for the tremendous 

upheaval of Justinian's reign, yet it was also more directly concerned with describing 

the many-faceted characters of Justinian and Theodora and to convey Procopius' 

disappointment with the fate ofBelisarius and the outcome of Justinian's policies. A 

book denouncing a deceased emperor or empress could be used an insurance policy in 

the anticipation of a coup ( such as the social and, to a far lesser extent, political 

upheaval experienced during the Nika revolts)180
• However, there is no indication that 

Procopius ever intended the Secret History to be used in this manner, particularly 

considering the fact that there was a plot against Justinian in 562181 (Martindale, 1992: 

179 Cf. Procopius' Wars 1.24.12 on John the Cappadocian 's lack of education (or failure to benefit from it). 

180 It would be insurance as it could easily imply support for any opposition to Justinian. 

181 John Malalas Chronicle 494, Theophanes Chronographia 6055 
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IDB 1066). On the contrary, the closing passages of the work indicate that, even 

though Justinian was still alive at the time of composition of the work, Procopius 

intended it to reach an audience only after the emperor's death. 

Lydus' depiction of the Praetorian Prefecture is of crucial importance when 

determining both his genre and the ultimate sources for the work. The Prefecture 

represented to Lydus a model of the state as a whole and the manner in which its 

primary offices were being transformed by Justinian. His primary complaint however, 

is the manner in which these offices were being eroded both by changes being made to 

the structure of the civil service, and by the behaviour of individuals, such as John the 

Cappadocian, who Lydus felt brought shame upon the Prefecture. Although 

approaching the same problem of Justinian's reforms from a different angle to that of 

the Secret History, De Magistratibus went one step further and provided a solution to 

the problem of the changing magistracies by providing a reinterpretation of the past as 

a means of establishing a new revived Roman culture (firmly based on the traditions 

and structure of the old one). Unfortunately for Lydus however, this was not the path 

along which Justinian would lead the reforms, for his concerns were practical rather 

than sentimental. One of the most essential aspects of this divergence of opinion was 

that Justinian sought to incorporate Christianity into all of his reforms, whereas Lydus, 

although not blatantly negative to the ideology of Christianity182
, presents it as being 

incompatible with a restoration of the Prefecture (or the state, for that matter) to its 

former Roman glory. 183 For the original Roman state, as Lydus perceived it in the days 

of the early Principate, was uncorrupted by the beliefs of Christianity. Lydus was not 

alone in feeling that Christianity was at least one of the primary causes of the break-up 

of the traditional Roman state and the eventual sack of Rome in 410 (Croke and 

Emmett, 1983:3).184 

182 Lydus' religious convictions are still a matter of conjecture, and though Bandy claims that "Lydus' appointment 
to the university required a religion test", there is no solid evidence to support this assertion (Bandy, 1983: xvi) 

183 Christianity was alien in that it was not a part of the ideology or symbols of power of the early Principate and 
therefore Lydus' group saw it as being incompatible with a return to that set of beliefs. 

184 This belief persisted among those whose first loyalties were not towards Christianity and found a strong revival 
in the anti-religious sentiments of the Enlightenment when Gibbon reasserted the role of Christianity in the 
downfall of imperial Rome. 
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Both Lydus and Procopius had varied motives for the composition of their respective 

works. Their perception of the genre in which they were writing however, would 

differ significantly from ours. Lydus wrote for the purpose of antiquarianism, yet it is 

apparent that he consciously intended the work to be "progressive", in terms of 

providing a model whereby the prefecture could be restored. 185 However, as was 

argued in the discussion on target audience, the subtext of De Mag. 3 concerning the 

restoration of the prefecture is of greater importance and was surely the underlying 

motive behind the surface appearance of antiquarianism. One may argue that he was 

naive in his wish for the empire to revert to a former state of organisation, but that 

would be an over-simplistic explanation, as he may have been aware that the presence 

of Christianity in the Roman Empire was not a reversible phenomenon. Furthermore, 

within Roman history there had never been a separation of Church and State and when 

Christianity became the official religion of the empire in the fourth century, it was 

already established as the dominant belief system of the region and came as a direct 

replacement to traditional Roman religious practice in relation to the State. A 

considerable portion of De Mag. 3 consists of apologies, self-defences and whinings 

about benefits lost. In this context, one can determine three levels of purpose in the 

composition of the work. On the surface, Lydus describes the structure and 

functioning of the civil service. Beneath this lies his plea for a restoration of the 

prefecture as it stood in the days of the early Principate and a removal of the 

corruption that had come to characterize the service. However, the underlying motive 

and most personal reason for the composition of the work is Lydus' lamentation at 

having lost the easy rewards that defined his early involvement with the service while 

Zoticus was Prefect186and moreover, his disillusion at realizing that his class and 

treasured traditional values would be casualties in the process of Justinian's reforms. 

Procopius begins his work with the intention of providing an account of the 

supposedly secret events that had occured, yet this changes as he progresses with the 

185 De Mag. must belong to the same genre as his other two works. They were antiquarian and thus different from 
Procopius' Buildings. 

186 Zoticus was only Prefect for the year 511, yet his prevailing influence and the momentum of the trajectory of 
Lydus' early career would maintain his comfort for years afterwards. 
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work.187 Therefore, while he may have considered it to be history and presents it as 

such in the proem, we may now rather broadly describe its genre as being a personal 

invective with a specific rhetorical purpose of emperor criticism. In the Suda, the 

Secret History is described as being both Kroµro6ta (satire) and \116yoc; (invective), 
~ 

although the former is probably inaccurate (Cameron, 1985: 60). As Cameron notes, 

the inclusion of demonic references to Justinian's person and the pornographic 

description of Theodora may be some of the most lurid passages in classical literature, 

but they should not be entirely surprising, as they were demanded by the rules of the 

genre of classical invective (Cameron, 1985: 59). One might also apply the label 

"diatribe" to the work, although the distinctions between these terms are rather vague 

and virtually be interchangeable. 

Gabba has drawn a comparison between representations of the "fantastic" in classical 

literature and the use of sophisticated antiquarian learning, conveying an impression 

of scholarship. He cites Plutarch's Lesser Parallel Lives and the Historia Augusta as 

being examples of works that combine genuine sources with imaginary ones (Gabba, 

1981: 54). While Lydus does not use imaginary sources, his selection indicates that, as 

was a common practice in much classical literature, he cites sources that have not 

actually been read yet were considered good to refer to. Gabba makes the point that 

our assumption about what works were read in antiquity is often skewed by their 

importance to us now. In this regard, even Thucydides was not read so much as cited 

and "imitated" (thus qualifying as part of the classical canon) (Gabba, 1981: 50-52). 

Consequently, genre becomes a difficult theme to resolve when the boundaries are not 

clearly defined. This is the difference between works such as the Parallel Lives and 

Historia Augusta and Suetonius' Lives of the Caesars, which is based on precise 

literary models. Although different for the reasons described, a point of convergence 

187 It is certainly more feasible to argue that Procopius had several purposes in mind when writing the Secret 
History than to believe, as Gibbon did, that the work tarnished the reputation of an otherwise great writer through 
its inaccurate, biased character assassination of the two monarchs. In Justinian and the Later Roman Empire 
(1966), Barker hesitantly steps out of the shadow of Gibbon when he writes concerning the genre of the Secret 
History: "The hysterical scandalmongering, the unrelieved exaggeration of this work repel the serious reader, 
discredit the reputation of the otherwise exalted historian, and compromise the value of at least this book itself as 
a source. Nonetheless, used with caution and in careful relation to other materials, even the Secret History is of 
considerable value to the historian of Justinian. It is also an important part of Procopius ' total contribution, one 
which need not alter his genuine status as a great historian" (Barker, 1966: 78). This very simplistic 
interpretation of the genre and purpose of the work is less prevalent now, thanks to attempts to emphasize the real 
importance of the Secret History as a source when viewed carefully alongside Procopius' other works. 
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can therefore be suggested between the Secret History and De Magistratibus, for 

while the latter uses the Latin language and an array of classical sources to portray a 

sophisticated learning and an idealized Roman past, the former experiments with 

history as fable in an unconventional and different manner to the classical historia 

fabularis (which emphasized obscure learning and the details of grammar). In the 

opening passages of the Secret History, Procopius claims to be uniquely qualified for 

his undertaking and states that he has an abundance of other material, omitted for 

brevity's sake. He also claims to be writing for the educational value of deterring 

would-be despots. However, the real innovation is his replacement ofpseudo­

historical pagan mythological references with apocalyptic Christian imagery which, 

although found in Christian world chronicles and eschatological literature, 188 is 

unusual for what purports to be a description of the life and times of one emperor. The 

demonic references have been mentioned, but what can be added are the assignment 

of blame to Justinian for the calamities of his reign and the mention of supposedly 

supernatural events occurring in relation to the emperor. These are usually referred to 

as "acts of God" and it is unusual for them to be attributed to one individual, in the 

guise of history, for educational value. Natural disasters had been used for some time 

as indicators of change, either the beginning or the end of a way of life. They are 

mentioned both by Polybius and Thucydides, who refers to them for their political 

effect in the Peloponnesian War 1.23.3. 

The organization of subject matter in the Secret History is thematic, as opposed to the 

chronological arrangement of events according to the theatre of activity in the Wars. 

As is seen in the passage quoted earlier (S.H. 1 :4), Procopius clearly intended the 

focal point of the Secret History to be Justinian and Theodora and all other events and 

individuals (such as the relationship between Belisarius and Antonina) serve primarily 

as a background for establishing and reinforcing this main theme of the work. 

Although the main purpose may originally have been to relate events unmentioned in 

the Wars, Procopius' work grew into being a direct accusation against Justinian and 

Theodora for the upheaval experienced throughout the Mediterranean during the sixth 

century. This at least partially accounts for the confusion arising when the Secret 

188 The most obvious example being being the Book of Revelations 
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History is presented as another literal and historically accurate description of events, 

as the Wars is. Moreover, the similarity in style between the opening lines of the Wars 

and the Secret History (as was quoted earlier) serves to demonstrate that Procopius 

intended there to be continuity between the works. Although the personas adopted for 

each are quite different in several ways, 189 they have the same basic purpose and it is 

therefore unlikely that Procopius intended the Secret History to clearly belong to the 

geme of historical fiction (as it was perceived in the sixth century). 190 

In S.H. 1 .4, Procopius expresses his fear of being ranked among the tragic poets 

because of the nature of his story, yet if the Secret History is to be seen as a 

conclusion to the Wars, the question arises as to whether it was in fact intended to be 

seen as a tragedy. The grand scale of events, the optimistic beginning and tragic 

ending of Procopius' account would support this hypothesis. This may also allow for a 

compromise between the Secret History being ranked as historical fiction and the 

opposing view that takes it as seriously representing historical fact. Although one 

might assume that the author of any work in this geme would hope for his work not to 

be treated with the same seriousness as another of his own more serious works of 

genuine history, this discounts the fact that the writer may have wanted to experiment 

with a variety of gemes (perhaps all in the same work). 191 Yet Procopius clearly states 

the seriousness of the Secret History in its opening lines and, considering the graphic 

descriptions which are to follow, it seems unlikely that this is only feigned 

seriousness. However, as Gabba mentions in his analysis of the relationship between 

true history and false history, historical works often end up with a readership very 

different to that envisioned by their authors and are thus left to the judgement of 

history itself (Gabba, 1981: 50). 

189 Procopius adopts the persona of the revealer of concealed truths in the Secret History as opposed to the 
descriptive and comprehensive chronicler in the Wars. 

190 As mentioned before, Several important classical historical sources are now being recognised as perhaps being 
historical fiction, including Xenophon's Cyropaedeia, the Alexander Romance, the Historia Augusta and possibly 
even to some extent Herodotus. Thucydides dismissed Herodotus ( although not by name) as a purveyor of -co 
µ'll8cooec;. 
191 It is in this context that the Roman novel develops, combining elements of history, fantasy and eroticism 
(Gabba. 1981: 54). 
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Therefore, although the Secret History and De Magistratibus have certain distinct 

characteristics of style that may place them in any of the particular genres discussed, 

their uniqueness in many respects makes attaching a certain label to them seem rather 

unnecessary and over-simplistic. Moreover, even if categorized as "personal 

invective" and "programatic antiquarian guidebook" respectively, the genre of the 

Secret History and De Magistratibus can perhaps best be understood when seen as 

appendices to their other works. 

C) Literary influences and sources: 

In the Wars, Procopius was attempting to convey the historical accuracy and detail of 

Thucydides. Both Procopius and Lydus repeatedly imply the importance with which 

they held their classical heritage. It seems that in the Wars, he was also writing a 

general history in the style of Herodotus (particularly characterised by his digressions 

and a skepticism for some of the information he is given, eg Wars 5.9.2)192 and was 

(among other motives) trying to establish himself as an historian in the classical 

tradition of Thucydides. 193 If Procopius did intend for the Secret History to be an 

appendix to the Wars, it was written with a very different attitude and style and the 

relationship lies in the content. Although the Secret History is unique in many ways, it 

was not the first work written with the intention of slandering an emperor. However, 

few classical works match the vitriolic attack that Procopius makes against Justinian 

and Theodora. As part of a long-established rhetorical tradition, Trogus (a native of 

Gallia Narbonensis, writing during the reign of Augustus) had used the title Historiae 

Philippicae when writing a history of the world in 44 books.194 The mere use of this 

title was a subtle attack on Augustus, as it was borrowed from Demosthenes' original 

orations against Philip of Macedon (thereby comparing Augustus to Philip). In a 

similar manner, the early Christian writer Lactantius (writing about 350 AD) had used 

192 N.J. Austin, 1983. "Autobiography and History: Some Later Roman Historians and their veracity" in Croke and 
Emmett's History and Historians in Late Antiquity, pg. 55. See also Averil and Alan Cameron's "Christianity and 
Tradition in the historiography of the Late Empire" in Classical Quarterly 14 (1964: 316-28). 
193 Thucydides did attack Cleon and Alcibiades but has nothing like Procopius' systematic character 
assassinations. 

194 Theopompus had used the title Philippicus for a historical work. Thus Trogus could have used it for a history of 
the Hellenistic period with a focus on the Macedonians rather than being derived directly from Demosthenes' 
orations, De persecutorum mortibus. Timagenes was another figure who had one been a eulogizer of Augustus but 
he turned critical and was banished from Augustus' court. 
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prose based on Ciceronian orations (which were, in turn, based on those of 

Demosthenes) in a defense of Christianity and a direct attack on Galerius (Harvey, 

1940: 234). However, an important difference between the works of these authors and 

the Secret History is that they were well known within their authors' lifetimes. 

If the existence of the Secret History was known in Procopius' lifetime, its full 

contents were certainly not. There had been precedents of earlier emperors (including 

Caligula, Nero, Domitian and Commodus) who were depicted unfavourably, and even 

maliciously, but none compare with the sustained, systematic character assassination 

that characterizes the Secret History. Even after leaving Procopius' portrayal of 

Justinian's character aside, the question arises as to whether the mere composition of 

such an insulting work (regardless of what the author's true intentions may have 

been), would not have led to a charge of treason (maiestas) under even the most 

tolerant of emperors, for such an attack on the royal pair would certainly have 

qualified. Moreover, it was not an acceptable form of emperor criticism in the same 

manner that popular disapproval could be represented in the circus. Other examples of 

invective in the history of Roman literature include Claudian's In Eutropium and In 

Rufinum, and to a lesser extent, Seneca's Apocolocyntosis (Cameron, 1985: 59-60). 195 

One classical historian with whom Procopius can closely be compared is Tacitus. 

Although different in many ways, the two most important works of Tacitus, the 

Annals and the Histories, bear some similarity to Procopius' Wars. Furthermore, 

Tacitus' Agricola was in certain respects an even more important predecessor of the 

Secret History than the other works previously mentioned. This is largely due to 

Tacitus' treatment of Domitian in the Agricola and the literary devices that he uses in 

order to create a negative image of Domitian, whom Tacitus blames for treating his 

father-in-law Agricola badly.196 For instance in Tacitus' Agricola 44, he says of 

Agricola: 

"Happy he, had he been permitted to see the dawn of this blessed age and the 

principate of Trajan, a prospect of which he so often spoke in wistful prophecy! Yet it 

195 Although Seneca's Apocolocyntosis does have some similarities with the Secret History, unlike the latter, it was 
written after Claudius' death. 
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was no small consolation for his untimely loss that he missed those final days, when 

Domitian no longer left interval or breathing space, but, with a succession of blows so 

continuous as to give the effect of one, drained the last strength of the Roman state" 

(trans. H.Mattingly, 1948). 

One of these techniques imitated by Procopius was to provide the reader with only 

two negative options when explaining an event, and deliberately leaving out the 

interpretation which the author knew to be the right one. For instance in S.H. 3.31, 

Procopius describes Belisarius' military actions against the Persians and ends the 

chapter by exclaiming:197 

"Yet when Chosroes crossed the Euphrates River, captured the populous city of 

Callinicus which had not a man to defend it, and enslaved many thousands of 

Romans, and when Belisarius was not concerned even to follow up the enemy, he won 

the reputation of having remained where he was for one of two reasons - either 

because he was wilfully negligent or else because he was a coward" 

(S.H. 3.31) 

By using the phrase ~ .... ~ ... , Procopius creates only two negative options, while in 

actual fact he was personally with Belisarius on the Persian frontier and knew that 

Belisarius was not a coward, but that the real reasons for Belisarius' actions were that 

his men were ill and demanded to retire (Wars 2.19) 198
• One should note that 

Procopius is usually aware of other strategic and more realistic explanations than 

those that he provides, yet he deliberately neglects to include them so as to keep the 

psychological portrait clear. Therefore in using this literary device, Procopius omits 

other possibilities and leaves only two discreditable explanations, or he provides two 

alternatives, yet fails to explain why one of them is improbable, thereby leaving the 

196 One could even draw a parallel between Domitian's treatment of Agricola and Procopius' representation of 
Justinian's treatent ofBelisarius. 
197 a),).,' £7t£l Xoap6nc; E'ixppct't'l'IV 6t<XPcx; 7tO'taµov KaUivucov n6>..tv 7t0)..'1lav8pco1t0v oi>6ev~ aµ'llVOµ.£VO'll 
etA.e 1eal µ 'llpta6~ ,iv6pa7t66tae 'pcoµaicov 1t0U~. Be>..iaapwc; 6e oi>6e oaov emaJt£a8at -ioii; no>..eµioii; ev 
a1t0'1l6'fi EOXE, 66~av C1.7t11VEY1CEV chi; 6ooiv 8a-iepov, i\ e8e>..01eatja~ i\ a7to6et>..iaa~. a'il'tO0 EµEtVEV. 

198 In addition to the above note on this passage, Procopius gives the impression of objectivity. Furthermore, he 
may have had several purposes for this passage, as the phrase 6~av anitvey1C£v implies an undeserved reputation. 
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reader to assume that the reason for the action must be a negative one. This device 

was used not only for his descriptions of Belisarius, but for those of Justinian as well. 

Another rhetorical literary device used by Procopius is to include the phrase (j>cx.cn or 

&cmep 1,.eyol)cnv or variants (implying "so they say") to indicate that he does not 

agree with the account of a particular event or incident, or that it is a rumour. 

However, this does not stop him from including such incidents in his work, as they 

often compliment an image of character that he is trying to portray. For instance, when 

describing the supposed transformation of Justinian into demonic form, he relates 

certain accounts of this happening (S.H. 12.18-32), but then ends the section by 

stating: 199 

"Now the case stood as I have said as regards the opinion of most of the people" 

(S.H. 13.1 ). 

Martindale supports the use of q,cxcn to imply a rumour, citing the use of the word in 

the incident described in S.H. 5.4-6 and Wars 7.12.16 where Herodianus surrendered 

Spoletium to the Goths, after running out of money. In this case Procopius was with 

Belisarius at the time and not present in Spoletium, so he would have had to depend 

on the rumour for his information (Martindale, 1992: Ill A 213). The use of such 

literary devices was conventional and does not increase the credibility of Procopius as 

a writer with a particular purpose, for the same devices were used by other authors 

across a number of genres or languages for completely different purposes. They do 

however indicate that Procopius was skilled in his literary craft and that his character 

assassinations had as much to do with showing off his skill as being based on a deep­

seated need for literary catharsis. 

Procopius makes a stronger connection between Justinian and Domitian than simply a 

literary one. When describing Justinian's physical appearance in S.H. 8:12-21, 

Procopius says that he was of normal height, slightly overweight with an attractive 

face that could best be compared to that of Domitian. Procopius mentions the tyranny 

of Domitian and the manner in which his name was removed from all public records 

and all of his statues destroyed. This also gives him the excuse to digress with a story 

199 '>J,JJ:,. tain:a µEv omm 6it Ml;~ to~ nul.atoi~ Eix£v. (S.H. 13.1) 
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of how Domitian's supposedly pious wife had collected his remains and had them re­

attached to create a statue depicting how horribly he had been murdered by the Roman 

people.200 The main purpose of giving this physical description of Justinian and his 

comparison with Domitian was to insinuate that the physical similarity mirrored a 

moral similarity, and that both characters were of a tyrannical disposition.201 

In addition to the historical works mentioned, another literary influence for certain 

phrases in the Secret History were the plays of Aristophanes. In several places 

Procopius quotes directly from various comedies written by Aristophanes. 202 It may be 

that some of these phrases had become popular idioms by the time of Procopius, as 

there is nearly a thousand-year gap between the two writers, yet even this would 

presuppose knowledge of the works of Aristophanes. However, the influence could 

have been more than simply idiomatic, for a close comparison is drawn between 

Procopius' treatment of Justinian and Aristophanes' treatment of Cleon. Both of these 

characters had humble origins and rose to prominence while becoming known for 

their controversial policies. The presentation of Cleon changes through the works of 

Aristophanes' as does the presentation of Justinian through those of Procopius.203 

Cleon was more overtly ridiculed in Aristophanes' Knights than he was in the Wasps, 

though the two works maintain a coherency of his character (Edmunds, 1987 :51-57). 

Aristophanes used the comic prosecution of Laches by Cleon to represent an 

important ideological opposition, namely the gentleman soldier against the upstart 

tanner, or the peacemaker against the warmonger (Edmunds, 1987:51-57). However, 

Aristophanes was accepted by his contemporaries as producing fiction, even if his 

works had heavy political and social overtones or were used as a criticism ofa 

200 S.H.8.12-21 

201 Nero and Domitian are both castigated by Procopius. Perhaps the reason that Caligula and Commodus were not 
also included was because they were both known for their persecution of Christians, an image that could not 
bereconciled with that of Justinian ( despite his religious purges). 

202 S.H. 1.14 and 13.3 echo Aristophanes' Peace -qypimµevouc; eit' aU~Aoicn ica1. aea11p6'ta;. In a similar way 
S.H. 10.19, 13.17, 14.11 and 20.22 allude to the arguments of Socrates in the Clouds: aepopa'tm ica\ 1tepicpp0Vol 
wv ~Atov. S.H. 14.11 and 16.7 refer to Aristophanes' Knights· ica\ i;ot; cpevaic{aµo'iaiv t!;a1tai:ooµ~v,,v. 
Procopius also borrows from Aristophanes' Acharnians in S.H. 17.4 and 18.21 (although the "Scythian 
wilderness" described had already passed into proverb since Herodotus 4.7). 

203 It may be significant that Cleon was attacked by both Aristophanes and Thucydides. Cleon's characteristics 
include being a demegogue, litigious, warmonger, corrupt, social outsider (tanner) and someone who got lucky on 
military campaigns, thereby developing an undeserved reputation for military prowess. 
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particular ideology in the polis. Procopius, on the other hand, was writing a rhetorical 

invective and never criticizes an ideology so much as a particular policy. It is not 

always clear whether Aristophanes' main objective (apart from entertainment) was to 

criticize and satirize specific individuals or an ideology, but it is probable that it was a 

combination of both, as different individuals represented different ideologies. 

Procopius always criticizes individuals (with Justinian and Theodora as the models on 

which all his other criticisms are based) and any criticism of policies is entirely 

secondary. 

There is evidence in the Wars of Procopius quoting directly from other authors. In 

Wars 1.24.37, Theodora ends her speech of encouragement204 to her husband during 

the Nika revolt with the phrase that 1ealov EV't<Xq>tov ~ ~acnle{a E<J'tt. Baldwin 

argues (Baldwin, 1982: 309) that although this phrase may stem originally from a 

phrase in Isocrates' Archidamos 45: lC<XAOV E<J'ttV EV't<Xq>tOV ~ 'tt>pavv(c;, we don't 

know enough of Procopius' reading habits to make any conclusive judgements. 

Isocrates' Archidamos is mentioned·in Photius' Bibliotheca, implying that he was read 

during this period, yet there is no reference to him in Lydus (whose erudition should 

reveal familiarity with him).205 This aphorism occurs in other intermediary sources 

where it has been translated into Latin. These include Diodorus Siculus (14.8.5; 

20.78.1) and Plutarch (Cato maior 24.8).206 However, there is a definite possibility 

that it was not Procopius who was paraphrasing one of these sources, but Theodora 

herself. Baldwin makes a convincing argument that the use of the term ~aatle(a 

implies an alteration of the aphorism by Theodora herself, for in S.H. 30.26 Procopius 

states that Justinian and Theodora insisted on being referred to as 6emto't~c;/ 

6ea1tot va rather than ~aatA£t>c;/ ~aatlt<; (Baldwin, 1982:311 ). 

The influences and sources for Lydus are even less clear and most literary references 

serve as precedents rather than direct sources. Lydus was rewarded for his classical 

erudition and it therefore seems likely that he would have drawn on a wide variety of 

204 Greatrex and Cameron have independently argued, for historical and literary reasons, that this speech was 
probably either invention or loosely based on other speeches (Greatrex, 1997: 78-9) (Cameron, 1985: 69). 

205 Baldwin, 1982: 209-311. 

206 Diodorus Siculus is listed in the bibliography ofEvagrius Scholasticus and Cameron states that he was most 
particularly exploited as a model for prefaces during this period (Cameron, Oxford, 1970: 57-8). 

84 



classical sources. Two sources that he mentions specifically dealing with the history of 

the magistracies are the works of Peter the Patrician (De Mag. 2.25) and Ulpian (De 

Mag. 1.24 and 1.28). In De Mag. 3.74 he states that he did not consult all of his 

sources directly, but sometimes through mention in other authors. Although works as 

divergent as St. Augustine's City of God, Plato's Republic and Zosimus' New History 

are in certain respects simlar to the genre of De Magistratibus (Maas, 1992: 48), one 

would have difficulty in proving that they were direct sources for Lydus. They are not 

mentioned in Bandy's comprehensive listing of all the classical sources quoted in De 

Magistratibus, however this does not indicate that they did not have an influence on 

the genre of Lydus' work.207 Their main similarity lies in the fact that all three writers 

were writing in an age of great social upheaval and they consequently lamented 

bygone days. However, while both Plato and St. Augustine looked towards an 

idealisic state (that had never in fact existed) to replace the perceived social chaos,208 

Lydus found his perfect state in the Roman Republic. As with all utopias, they provide 

a philosophical argument for returning to these ways through the establishment of a 

new system, yet they are unanimously unrealistic in their expectations of society to 

have the power to arrest changes that had already become too entrenched within that 

society. It would be unfair to claim that these writers were na.Yve in their retrogressive 

beliefs, for they were not alone in their hopes. However, in De Magistratibus, despite 

the description of a means to re-elevate the prefecture, Lydus conveys an 

overwhelming sense of decline as though he knew, to a certain extent, that the changes 

were irreversible.209 Furthermore, despite the fact that in the introduction to Book 3 of 

De Magistratibus there is no evidence that Lydus truly saw his work as programative, 

(in the style of Thucydides) he aims to explain why the system broke down.210 

207 For a comprehensive listing of these sources, see Bandy, 1982, pgs 445-6 and the appendix in Maas, 1992. 

208 The history of philosophical and religious utopias is a long one, dating back at least to Plato's description of 
Atlantis in the Timaeus. The role of islands and their isolation in this history is significant and it is worth noting 
that Plato claimed Attica had once been an island, thereby providing an idealized utopian past as a precedent for 
his future Republic. For a more detailed analysis ofutopias in classical literature, see Gabba's "True History and 
False History in Classical Antiquity" in The Journal of Roman Studies 71 (1981: 50-62). 

209 In addition to the above-mentioned sources, there are also connections to Aristotle's Atheninan Constitution 
and more specific similarities between De Mag. 3.57 with Anthology Pa/at. 2.238 and De Mag. 3.58 with 
Lycophron's Alex. 38. (Caimi, 244-248). 

210 Both Thucydides and Polybius attempted to account for the rise of Athens and Rome respectively as the 
imperial powers that they had become and, although not as overtly critical of the leadership as Procopius or as 
hopeful for a return to bygone days as Lydus, they wanted their work to be politically relevant to their 
contemporaries by suggesting political alternatives. 
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Although there was still strong belief in continuity with the Roman past and an 

identity of still belonging to the Roman Empire, the sack of Rome in 410 had a 

dramatic psychological effect on all citizens of the empire and the seeming 

invincibility of Rome had been shattered forever.211 It is in this context that 

Procopius' skepticism towards an attempt to recreate this Roman past should be seen. 

D) Accuracy and Coherency: 

One of the most striking aspects of the Secret History is the factual coherency that it 

shares with Procopius' other works. Despite the differences in style and content of the 

three works, they maintain an accurate description of events throughout. For although 

the Secret History may superficially appear to be a work of clear subjective bias, there 

are no real contradictions between events described in both the Secret History and the 

Wars or Buildings. This does not mean to say however that all of the events described 

in the Secret History (or the Wars and Buildings for that matter) were "true" in the 

Thucydidean sense of historical writing. There are several passages that are likely to 

be pure invention and serve to embellish the account or as literary devices for 

establishing a larger argument. For example, his famous description of the early life of 

Theodora (S.H. 9.1-26) should not be taken literally but rather seen as further 

evidence to give substance to his invective (Cameron, 1985: 67-83). Moreover, one 

should not suppose that Procopius intended the reader to believe everything that he 

had written word for word, or that he intended for it to be understood literally. 

Within the Secret History Procopius repeatedly refers back to earlier books of the 

Wars. The manner in which this is done provides a very convincing argument for the 

notion that Procopius intended the Secret History to be a later appendix to the Wars, 

rather than a separate work. Furthermore, this method of cross-referencing was a well­

established tradition used by other classical historians for establishing synchronicity 

(as a specific dating system is not used). Unfortunately, we do not possess the same 

overlap of subject matter for Lydus as we do for Procopius. De Magistratibus was 

written chronologically and although the primary focus of this discussion is on Book 3 

of the work, there are no overt contradictions between references made earlier and 

211 (Croke and Emmett, 1983: "Historiography in Late Antiquity: An Overview" in their History and Historians in 
Late Antiquity, pg.3.) 
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later in the work. In addition, there are no obvious historical inaccuracies recorded by 

Lydus. Due to the limited amount of evidence that we possess of the historical 

prefecture, there is little to even compare Lydus against in terms of accuracy. 

However, there are places where he stretches his credibility. For instance, he tries to 

take the history of the prefecture back to the regal period by arguing that hipparchos 

became hyparchos, thereby increasing the prestige of the magistracy. 212 

In a thorough comparison of Procopius' and Malalas' respective presentations of 

Justinian's reign, Scott has convincingly argued that while Malalas represents the 

official position (with information derived from Justinian's own propaganda) 

Procopius' abuse represents an opposing version (Scott, 1985: 99). He notes that 

Justinian's reputation rested on the very issues that Malalas mentions in his seemingly 

haphazard collection of facts and that Procopius uses in his character assassination of 

the emperor. It is therefore suggested that while there may not have been any direct 

use of Procopius' work by Malalas, the two may have had sources in common. As 

Scott argues that Malalas used official imperial notices for his facts, the agreement of 

these facts with those of Procopius indicates accuracy in the latter. It is also argued 

that Byzantine historical writing characteristically gives the appearance of 

straightforward reporting while actually being highly partisan. In this regard, even 

propaganda derived from the emperor himself can be turned around to be used as 

criticism of the regime (Scott, 1985: 100). Scott mentions six separate instances where 

Malalas and the Secret History agree on the facts but differ in interpretation. He then 

refers to another five where Malalas and the Secret History mention the same type of 

material but differ on the facts. Of the facts that they agree on, Procopius gives much 

attention to in the Secret History. These include: the gifts given by Justinian to 

barbarian leaders, Justinian's building activity, the confiscation of senatorial property, 

the emperor's tolerance of his critics, the taking of evidence from citizens against their 

will and the punishment of homosexuals, heretics and pagans (Scott, 1985: 101). 

Therefore, despite the inclusion of events in the Secret History that are fictitious (yet 

serve a specific literary purpose), there are no gross inaccuracies regarding important 

212 This was pseudo-history and fantasy etymology, such as in De Mag. 3.3. 
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events in either De Magistratibus or the Secret History. This fact validates these 

works as important historical sources and also emphasizes that the writers had other 

intentions for their works than simply having them interpreted literally.213 

213 There are sparse echoes of these sentiments in other contemporary writers. For instance, Evagrius Scholasticus 
in his &clesiastical History 4.30 writes that Justinian was insatiable in his love of riches but he built churches, 
etc. and was therefore not a hoarder. 
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5: BUREAUCRACY AND THE COMPOSITION AND FUNCTIONING OF 

THE IMPERIAL SYSTEM 

A) General Overview 

Bureaucracy means different things to different people. It generally refers to an 

administrative system with a specific hierarchy of positions within an institution or 

organization carrying out state policy according to rules set out for it. In the Byzantine 

framework, there were three main divisions to this larger system of bureaucracy 

within the state. It was divided into three main hierarchies of church, army and civil 

administration. Although the first two groups fall outside the general scope of this 

discussion, an analysis of one group would be incomplete without a mention of the 

other two. As Camey states in the introduction to his study on Byzantine bureaucracy 

(Camey, 1971: 1), all three groups had a give and take relationship with the finances 

and manpower of the empire and inevitably this led to a problem of allocation of 

resources and competition between the three groups. Although Camey's work deals 

with all three groups in a comprehensive survey, as opposed to concentrating on the 

civil administration more particularly, he identifies three main problems encountered 

when dealing with Byzantine bureaucracy: a) the complexity of the bureaucracies 

themselves, b) the intricacies of their inter-relationships, c) modem insights into the 

interpretation of bureaucracies (Camey, 1971, 2).214 

As with any imperial institution (such as the provincial legions, Senate and Praetorian 

Prefecture), the bureaucracy was forced to adapt continually to internal and external 

pressures. Consequently, posts, titles and functions came to mean different things in 

each of the institutions and inevitably this caused a certain level of dissatisfaction 

among its staff over time. Such changes would have been most noticeable to those 

who had been in the civil service for a fair amount of time, such as Lydus (who was 

there for forty years and four months according to De Mag. 3.67). Unfortunately, 

unlike the Senate in the early years of the Roman Principate when it had a very public 

role, many of the activities and general functions of the bureaucracy went 

214 Different administrators dealt with the problems of relationship between these sectors in different ways. While 
Diocletian had separated out military and provincial administrations, Justinian had done the opposite in the Middle 
East 
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unpublicized and unnoticed and as a result there is a marked lack of source material 

on the subject, particularly from the early Byzantine era. Although one may infer 

certain functions and specific duties of the bureaucracy in legal codes, coinage and 

inscriptions, these are rather vague from this period and are most useful when used in 

conjunction with contemporary literature. 

At the beginning of Camey's analysis, he takes the foundation of Constantinople in 

the fourth century AD as being a good starting point for a description of the Byzantine 

bureaucracy, as opposed to tracing it further back into the Roman principate (Carney, 

1971, 2-3). While it obviously marks the beginning of the Byzantine era of 

bureaucracy, there was no clear transition and Byzantines continued to regard 

themselves as Romans well into the Middle Ages. Besides Lydus' De Magistratibus, 

the most important documents from this period that deal with the bureaucracies are the 

Notitia Dignitatum (the List of High Offices of civil and military officials and staff and 

their insignia and stations)215 and Cassiodorus' Variae (a collection of official 

correspondence and other documents).216 Carney also mentions other treatises on 

ceremony, imperial administration, military tactics and the writings of Church fathers 

(important sources for ecclesiastical bureaucracy) as important to the study of 

Byzantine bureaucracy as a whole, but these deal more specifically with the areas 

other than that of the civil administration.217 Moreover, although these other sources 

discussed by Carney date from the sixth century, they are not as contemporary with 

Justinian's legal reforms and policies as Procopius and Lydus are. 

Throughout De Magistratibus, Lydus refers to the changes that different institutions 

underwent over time. While the first two books deal with the history of the 

magistracies, the third book deals predominantly with the magistracies as they stood in 

Lydus' own day and the changes that they underwent during his own lifetime. At the 

215 Listed in Jones' The Later Roman Empire (1973: 1429-50). 

216 Another useful source on the Byzantine bureaucracies is the corpus of Justinian's legislation, especially the 
Codex Iustinianus and Novels. For example, Codex Iustinianus 1.27 is the key source on the new prefecture in 
Africa. In addition, so are the fragments of Peter the Patrician's treatise on the magisterium officiorum (published 
between 548 and 552) useful as a source for the administrative history of this period (Tsirpanlis, 1974: 486). 

217 Also important on the official procedure and ceremonial of this period is the work by the ninth century emperor 
Constantine VII Porphyrogenitos. 
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beginning of Book 3, he makes it clear that the work shall only praise Justinian, when 

he flatters him for not allowing all of the old magistracies to fall into ruin: 

"Through this book one might dimly see mirrored the splendid disciplined system 

which prevailed in the praetorian prefecture of old. Although this had almost 

collapsed in ruins, our noble emperor did not allow it to be completely obliterated; he 

maintains and as it were holds together ancient institutions which are crumbling 

away through age". (De Mag. 3.1.1) 

In this regard, Lydus is not only referring to the magistracies, but to a full range of 

customs and institutions that were gradually changing. Of course Lydus does not state 

in this passage that he does not agree with Justinian's particular form of preservation. 

For although Justinian was clearly driven to consolidate Roman law and official 

custom, his inspiration came from the early Principate, as opposed to the old Roman 

Republic, that served as Lydus' inspiration and was his speciality. This is evident in 

the fact that Lydus devotes the first book and part of the second book of De 

Magistratibus to the Republic, and therefore less than one book to the five hundred 

years or so that elapsed between the beginning of the Principate and the accession of 

Justinian. It is during this period that he describes the gradual decline of the prefecture 

as occurring. Most of book three is dedicated to the reign of Justinian. One can 

compare this benign attitude ofLydus with one of Procopius' typically bold 

pronouncements of blame on Justinian in the Secret History when he states:218 

"For in the administration of affairs it was a time of the greatest confusion, and none 

of the customary procedures were maintained, as I shall show by citing a few 

examples, while all the rest must be consigned to silence, so that my discourse may 

not be endless" (S.H. 14.1). 

Although Justinian is not specifically mentioned in this passage, the context within 

which this claim is made is one where Procopius is describing Justinian's character 

218 Ilpayµrmov yap -qv acopi.a JtOAA'll icai 'tCOV Eico86'tCOV o'i>6ev EµElVEV, rovJttp µot 61..1.ycov £1ttµVJ\09EV'tl 
atconfi 6ouov 'ta 1-.otna ~i>µ1taV"ta, ~ µ116 Mra<; lxJttpaV'ta<; Ei'.11. 
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and criticising him for causing the empire to fall into ruin through a number of 

different ways. Justinian's maladministration is the key theme of the Secret History, 

and as such Procopius makes constant reference to it (eg. S.H. 6.19-21, 7.39, 8.24, 

9.1). For instance, in S.H. 6.21, he declares his opinion of Justinian's 

maladministration even more blatantly than before:219 

"And he took no thought to preserve what was established, but he was always wishing 

to make innovations in everything, and, to put all in a word, this man was an arch­

destroyer of well-established institutions." 

In this passage Procopius avoids mentioning that the "well established institutions" 

were already in a state of flux as a result of the political and social upheavals of the 

previous century, and that Justinian's efforts were an attempt to direct this change 

along a course of reform that would reduce corruption and increase security. It is 

unclear whether Procopius fully understood what Justinian was trying to do, for he 

avoids dealing with ideological issues, yet this could simply be due to his recognition 

of the genre boundaries of his work. It is logical that Procopius would have agreed 

with the process of reform in the same manner that he agreed with the idea of 

conquest, yet like Lydus, he was not sure how to react to such radical changes. 

There is a crucial distinction to be made between Procopius' and Lydus' attitudes 

towards the problems of the functioning of the bureaucracy and the Byzantine state as 

a whole. For while Lydus blames specific magistrates for the problems and accounts 

for their presence through inefficient channels of promotion and lack of respect for the 

well-established tradition of career advancement (De Mag. 3.2.5.), in the Secret 

History Procopius blames Justinian and Theodora for bad organization and deliberate 

attempts to destroy the empire through personal greed and bloodthirstiness. 

Furthermore, Lydus' complaints are of those of one employed in the system and are 

concerned with the specific conditions of the civil service, whereas Procopius' 

complaints are of a far more general and wide-reaching nature concerning the reign of 

219 1eal q>'l>A.a<J0£W µ£V 'tWV 1Ca8£cn:aµevcov o'i>6ev ~io'I>, &n:avta 6£ veoxµoOv £<; ael i,8ue, 1eal 'tO ~-(Jµn:av 
£ln:etv, µeytG'to<; 611 O'U'fo<; ~V 6tacp8op£'1><; 'tWV £'U 1Ca8£G'tO>'tCOV. 
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Justinian as a whole. For even though other notoriously corrupt individuals are 

mentioned by Procopius, specifically John the Cappadocian and Leon of Cilicia 

(S.H.14.16-23), he presents them as mere emulators of Justinian and agents for the 

reinforcement of his policies.220 Yet paradoxically, he also claims that Justinian was 

only too eager to listen to others' ideas regarding the swiftest course for the 

accumulation of personal wealth. For while Procopius clearly knew Justinian not to be 

a stupid individual,221 he accuses him of being too easily corrupted and persuaded by 

others so long as their suggestions were to the detriment of others and to his apparent 

personal gain. A typical example of such an agreement is Procopius' introduction of 

Leon of Cilicia in S.H. 14.16-17 :222 

"There was a certain Leon, a Cilician by birth, a man extraordinarily devoted to the 

love of money. This Leon came to be the mightiest of all flatterers and showed a 

capacity for suggesting to the minds of stupid persons that which had already been 

determined on. For he had a kind of persuasiveness which helped him, when dealing 

with the fatuity of the tyrant (ie. Justinian), to accomplish the destruction of his fellow-

men." 

As Jones states in his discussion on the government in Constantinople: "Both in the 

theory and in the practice of the constitution the emperor's powers were absolute. He 

controlled foreign policy, making peace and war at will" (Jones, 1973: 321). Although 

much had changed since the early days of the Principate, in this regard all other 

divisions of government were completely subordinate. The degree to which each 

emperor made use of this position varied from one to another. There had at times been 

. some pretence of collegiality, such as when the new prefecture was set up in Africa 

after Belisarius' victory against the Vandals, but that was not consistent with 

Justinian's image in the role of emperor. Unlike his aged predecessor Justin, who was 

220 This is not an inaccurate portrayal of what they actually were to Justinian and, as Scott notes, Procopius' 
version of the facts is not so much invented as it is a one-sided interpretation (Scott, 1985: 101). 

221 Procopius accuses him in several places ofusing his apparently devious mind to create many sophisticated 
schemes for the destruction of the empire, eg S.H.11.40-41, 18.28-30. 

222 M.mv ~v -n~, Ki.).i; µev ye~, £~ 6£ q,i).ox,p1111a'ti.av 6mµovi.~ fo1t0u6a1emc;. o{h~ o Aemv 1eprma'to~ 
eyevuo 1COA.CX1CO)V cutav-tmv, 1eal oto<; 'ta~ 'tCDV aµa9mv 6iavo\.a~ 'tO ~av u,wj3ati0'8ai. 1t£t8m yap oi'. 
-nva !;uvmpoµtvriv ~ 'toi} 't'l>pavvou 'tTIV aj3eA'tEpi.av bl q,86pcp wv av8pch1tCOv etx,ev. 
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known for his indecision, 223 Justinian made full use of the authority of his role. 

Therefore when Procopius accuses Justinian as being a tyrant taking too much control 

into his own hands, Justinian was acting completely within his legal boundaries.224 

Justinian's reforms aimed to restructure the government and reduce corruption, but 

were represented by Procopius as being an attempt by Justinian to hoard all the 

financial, political and military power of the state. As with his description of 

Justinian's character in the Secret History, this does not mean that Procopius did not 

understand the nature of government, but rather that he accuses Justinian of producing 

a set of reforms that ultimately led to devastation throughout the empire. In this 

regard, he recognized that Justinian had set a process of transformation in motion that, 

despite his many efforts, even he could not control. 

As Atkinson notes, the particular phrases used in the prefaces to the Codex Justinianus 

(Haec quae necessario ... ), the Institutes (lmperatoriam maiestatem non so/um armis 

decoratam ... ) and the Digest (6e6co1eev ~µiv o 0£~ ... ) dated to 16 December 533, 

show Justinian's concern to make his mission publicly known, and by addressing 

them directly to the Senate and the people he was seeking support for his program and 

clearly defining his role as emperor (Atkinson, 2000: 15). In similar fashion, Novels 6 

(533), 7 (535) and 8 (535) were addressed to church officials and were to be read out 

in all churches throughout the empire. In contrast therefore to Procopius' depiction of 

him in the Secret History as a greedy, single-minded tyrant, these passages indicate 

that Justinian wished to have the support of the entire empire and to be recognised as 

the leader of a process of transformation. 

Although still a matter of great debate, one of the primary reasons that the empire in 

the west had effectively collapsed during the previous century had been due to poor 

administration and lack of centralized control. This instability manifested itself in the 

financial, military and administrative spheres. Justinian recognized the need for an 

effectively functioning state with an efficient administration in civil, military and 

223 Greatrex surveys his approach to factional strife in the 520s, concluding that his indecision in this matter set a 
precedent for Justinian which would eventually lead to disaster in the Nika riot of 532 (Greatrex, 1997: 63). 

224 The new situation was that Justinian now claimed to the nomos empsychos ( cf. Maas, 1992: 15) and created for 
himself a new image as the lord of a universal empire and church. 
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ecclesiastical affairs. The decisions made by Justinian were intended to be practical 

and founded in a singleness of purpose. Throughout his reign, Justinian never veered 

from his course of reform in all areas. In civil matters, he made drastic legal reforms 

and codified all pre-existing Roman law, in religious matters, he summoned the Fifth 

Ecclesiastical Council in an attempt to resolve the theological issues that were 

dividing the empire and had done so for centuries, and finally in military matters he 

used Belisarius and later Narses, who would eventually lead his army to a settlement 

in Italy. These decisions met with varied reactions, yet they were consistent with 

Justinian's original objective, and judging by the profession of humility of Justinian's 

own statements in the Codex lustinianus, he truly believed himself to be acting in the 

best interests of the empire. 

The difference between the ideas ofLydus and Procopius as well as the official 

reforms made by Justinian himself25 is best illustrated by a comparison of their 

different perspectives on certain aspects of the government. The civil service of the 

empire had originally consisted of two types of offices. One type included the 

emperor's personal household: domestic palace staff, finance ministries and staffs of 

provincial procurators, usually filled by imperial slaves and freedmen. The other 

consisted of the staff of the urban and Praetorian prefects, proconsuls and legates, the 

bureaucrats being styled milites whether they were in military or the civil service. 226 

Some of the changes that were made from this basic structure in the early Principate 

provided much of the content for Lydus' De Magistratibus. Although by the sixth 

century the Byzantine government had become a complex structure of magistracies 

and positions, the Senate, quaestorship and Praetorian Prefecture have been selected 

for discussion, as they acted as the fundamental organs of Byzantine government and 

therefore the agents of Justinian's reforms that were most visible to Procopius and 

Lydus. Other important offices that Lydus describes227 include the magister 

225 To some extent it is possible to extract Justinian's personal contribution to the legal documents. 

226 This structure had its root in the days of the Principate (Jones, 1973: 563). 

227 A note on the offices with which Lydus was directly concerned and what the standard cur;us honorum of 
someone in his position would have been: The exceptores were divided into fifteen schools. The most capable 
members of these were advanced into the main body of the Augusta/es. This group was composed of thirty 
individuals, fifteen of whom were more experienced and therefore wrote up documents for the emperor himself 

and were called deputati (De Mag. 3.10). Depending on his ability, there were numerous assistantships for which 
an individual Augusta/is could be eligible. Within the judicial branch of the prefecture, two of the most senior 
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ofjiciorum, the scriniarii,228 the consul and the cornicularius. However, these are not 

dealt with in any great depth by Procopius and are therefore not particularly useful for 

companson. 

B) The Senate 

By the time of Diocletian, the senatorial order was already very different to what it 

had been in the early Principate, however it would still remain the most elevated 

social class in the state for the next three centuries. Although its composition 

fluctuated considerably, the Senate was still predominantly a hereditary body. By the 

beginning of the fourth century, the bestowing of senatorial rank on an individual was 

the most socially prestigious honour, yet it amounted to very little politically, as 

senators were only eligible for minor civilian posts or posts that carried more status 

than power (Jones, 1973: 525). The important posts in the empire, including the 

military, administrative and financial ones all went to members of the equestrian 

order. However, during the fourth century the honour of belonging to this order was 

bestowed and procured through all manners and means, and by the end of the century 

the order had become inflated with too many members and therefore lost much of its 

earlier prestige (Jones, 1973: 526). One of the direct implications of the great 

expansion of the senatorial order was the founding of a second Senate in 

Constantinople by Constantius II to rival that at Rome. According to Themistius, it 

consisted of a mere 300 members in A.O. 357, yet by the end of the century it had 

swollen to 2000. Most of the new members had joined the Senate as a result of 

honorary grants, but due to the massive expansion of the order, most other honorati 

also lost their prestige and the equestrian order lost any significance (Jones, 1973: 

positions were those of the commentariensis and the ab actis. There were two of each of these. Each of them had 
three assistants called adiutores (involved in financial matters) and in tum, each of these adiutores had three 
assistants called chartularii (De Mag. 3.20). There were also numerous other positions within the judicial branch 
to which an ambitious Augusta/is could aspire such as cancellarius, instrumentarius and matricularius. They 
could also aspire to the position ofprimiscrinius, the head of the financial branch, or any one of the numerous 
administrative positions such as the regendarius in the cura epistularum. 

221 There is no intention to diminish the importance of these offices by their omission from this discussion. The 
magister officiorum was in charge of the central administration that did not fall in the jurisdiction of the Praetorian 
prefect. He also acted as a foreign minister of the court, while the scriniarii (or secretaries of State) were so 

powerful that they often became Praetorian prefects themselves (as happened in the reigns of Zeno, Anastasius, 
Justin I and Justinian) (Tsirpanlis, 1974: 496). 
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527). By the time of the reign of Justinian, most of the orders of honorati had become 

redundant. 

Following the Gothic invasion and subsequent takeover ofltaly, the Pragmatic 

Sanction of 554 saw the effective end to the senatorial aristocracy in the west. Many 

senators had fled to the east where they hoped to retain some of the prestige that had 

been denied them in the west. For while the Senate in the west had decayed during the 

transition from Roman rule to Ostrogothic monarchy (particularly under Theoderic ), 

the Senate in the east still possessed a certain degree of social prestige. Even though 

the Ostrogothic king Totila stated that he did not wish to destroy the Senate,229 he did 

take members hostage whom he intended to use as ransom against the Byzantine 

army. 

Lydus gives no specific treatment of the Senate, for although still a part of the 

government, it was outside the scope of his work on the civil magistracies. However, 

one may infer from his wish to return to a Republican "Golden Age" that he also 

wished for the Senate to have a greater involvement in the functioning of the state, as 

it had during that period. For aside from hearing important state trials, the Senate had 

become little more than a figurehead institution. Tsirpanlis cites the passage that is 

most illustrative of Lydus' idealized vision of what the relationship between the 

Senate and Praetorian Prefect should be (Tsirpanlis, 1974: 489-90). Up to the reign of 

Theodosius II ( 408-450), the senators would arrive in the palace and take their seats 

before the arrival of first the prefect, and then the emperor. No official would be 

allowed to enter after or leave before the prefect and emperor had done likewise.230 

Justinian was dissatisfied with the condition of the Senate and it was his aim to give 

the Senate a more important role by serving the emperor in an advisory capacity, in a 

similar manner to the consistorium (Jones, 1973: 333). This would not be a return to 

the position that the Senate held in the early Principate, but it would be in a position of 

more real power than it had, as the rather meaningless institution that it had become. 

229 Wars 7.21.19 

230 De Mag. 2.9 
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There is nothing to suggest in Justinian's legal reforms that he wished to limit or take 

anything away from the power of the emperor, yet it was one of the primary motives 

of his reforms to make more efficient use of the structures of administration that were 

already present in the empire. Centralization was the key feature in his reform policy 

and its realization depended on such an effectively functioning advisory body. 

Although Procopius states that Justinian was open to the advice of both Theodora and 

John the Cappadocian, another advisory body (perhaps including other members of 

the consistory) was there to assist him during the Nika riot (Greatrex, 1997: 73). It is 

only in Novel 62 (possibly issued in January 537) that Justinian refers to ius populi 

Romani et Senatus, as elsewhere only the populus is mentioned (Garbarino, 1992: 15). 

Yet even in this context he is clearly basing the legislation on the Republican concept 

of the Senate acting for the people and not independently of them. The Republican 

concept of libertas was based on a balance of power for magistrates, Senate and 

Assemblies231
• During the Republic, the chief function of the Senate had never been a 

legislative one, although no legislation could be initiated that had not been vetted by 

the Senate. 

Justinian wanted to attract men into the eastern Senate and to give it an active role. He 

ruled that when Senators attended a silentium (a consistory meeting of top officials), it 

was to be considered a conventus (ie. a formal meeting of the Senate).232 The Senate's 

role was therefore primarily to be judicial and was intended to deal with difficult legal 

cases. Garbarino notes the significant contradictory trends in Justinian's reforms 

regarding the Senate as: 1) a tendency to concentrate and centralize power for legal 

issues in the emperor,233 and 2) the move towards delegation of decision making on 

lesser issues to the Senate (Novel 69) and various magistracies (including the quaestor 

sacri palatii, established to investigate legal issues referred to the emperor by a iudex) 

(Corpus Juris Civilis 7.62.34 of 520-4) (Garbarino, 1992: 82-84)234
. However, when 

viewing these laws in the wider context of Justinian's reforms, they are 

complementary rather than contradictory. For Justinian sought to have an effective 

231 This was the "mixed constitution" of Polybius. 

232 cf. Jones 1973: 1: 333,338 

233 S.H. 14.5 

234 cf Jones, 1973, 1: 482-3 
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administration of the empire and knew that meaningless positions within the 

government would lead to problems and provide ample opportunity for corruption. 

Along with centralization, the removal of corruption was another central theme in 

Justinian's legislation. In his reform of the Senate, Justinian was therefore not really 

introducing anything new so much as bringing order to a system and an institution that 

had fallen into decay, yet could still play an important role in Byzantine society. Thus 

the strengthening of the position of the appeal courts in Constantinople was a further 

mark of centralization. The explanation and justification that Justinian himself gave 

for the reform process was that he was merely rebuilding and restoring the elements of 

the empire that had fallen into decay.235 

In the opening paragraphs of the Codex lustinianus 1.27.1, there appear 

autobiographical hints at Justinian's personal involvement in the writing of the Codex 

as well as an ambiguous combination of personal arrogance and humility. These 

opening passages are particularly important as they serve as a manifesto of Justinian's 

general reform objectives (although not specifically anything pertaining to the Senate). 

In the following passage, he clearly states his primary motive for reconquest and the 

important military achievements that his armies alone had achieved: 

"In what terms, and with what labour could We give proper thanks to God, who 

rendered Me, the most humble of His servants, worthy to avenge the wrongs of his 

Church, and to rescue the people of so many provinces from the bond of servitude? 

Our predecessors did not deserve this favour from God, as they were not only not 

permitted to liberate Africa, but even saw Rome itself captured by the Vandals, and 

all the Imperial insignia taken from thence to Africa "236 

This glorification of the recapture of old Roman provinces is very different to the 

account that Procopius gives where he laments the treatment that the populace, and in 

particular the more wealthy individuals, would receive from Justinian. Most of chapter 

235 Though. as mentioned previously, a more holistic view than the traditional one that sees the empire in a state of 
decay and decline is that suggested by Cameron, where she argues instead for continuity and change (Cameron, 
1993: 152-175). 

236 This passage is also useful as evidence of Justinian's own self-image and the line that he took between pious 
humility and imperial pride. 
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21 of the Secret History is dedicated to a description of the means by which Justinian 

would extort money from the provincials. Justinian's concern to give the Senate real 

power is reflected in Procopius' account of his treatment of particular senators. As is 

common throughout Procopius' work, his account depicts actual events, yet he does 

not include all of the relevant facts, nor does he provide a complete explanation of 

them. For instance in S.H.12, 19.12, and 26.16, he describes how Justinian and 

Theodora plundered the Senate for their own personal gain, both after the Nika revolt 

and on other occassions, yet he says nothing of the possibilities that Justinian was 

repossessing funds that had been stolen from the state treasury, that he was attempting 

to remove corruption from the Senate, or that the senators may have been genuinely 

involved in a treasonous plot against the emperor. Again in S.H. 14.7-8, he describes 

the powerless condition of the Senate, a position that Justinian was attempting to 

rectify. However, in Procopius' portrayal, it is the emperor himself as well as his 

consort who are to blame for the degradation of the Senate:237 

"But often that which had been decided by the Senate and by the Emperor came up 

for another and final judgment. For the Senate sat as in a picture, having no control 

over its vote and no influence for good, but only assembled as a matter of form and in 

obedience to an ancient law, since it was quite impossible for anyone whomsoever of 

those gathered there even to raise a voice, but the Emperor and his Consort generally 

pretended to divide between them the matters in dispute, but that side prevailed which 

had been agreed upon by them in private. " 

Although he recognised the complex nature of the Nika revolt and was not sure whom 

to blame, Procopius uses it as further evidence of Justinian's extortion and bad 

treatment of the Senate. In S.H. 12.12-13, he records how vast amounts of property 

and other forms of wealth were confiscated from the Senate during and after the 

revolt. Once again, in this instance his accusations are based on fact in that Justinian 

237 IlOA.A.CXIC~ 6£ 't<X 't£ 'tfi CJ'l>'YICA.1J'tq> lio'l>A.fi IC<X1. 'tq> ai>-roicpa-ropi 6e6oiciµaaµeva Ee; hepav nva E't£A.£'U't11CJ£ 
icptaiv. Tl µev yap lio'l>A.T( C001tl!p EV £iic6vi E1Ca811-ro, o-1'.>'te 'tile; 'ljlTJCPO'I> of>-re -roO ICaA.OO IC'l>pta o-oaa, 
axiiµa-roc; 6e µ6vo'I> ical v6µo'I> !;'l>Vewyµev,, 1taA.aioO Eiwica, EJtEl oi>6£ lpO>VT(V lxq,etvat nva o-rcpoOv -r&v 
iv-raOOa 1;'1>V£tA.£'Yµ£VQ)V -ro 1tapa1tav E!;ijv, lx1,,1,,' o -re PaaiA.Ei>c; ical Tl auvoiicoc; EiC -roO E1tl 1tA.Efo-rov 
6ia1,,a-yxawiv µEV CXA.A.T1A.OW 'tCOV 6taq>Epoµ£VQ)V ECJ1CT17t'tOV'tO, EVLICa 6£ 't(X EV aq,taiv ai>-rotc; i>1tep 'tO'U'tCOV 
!;'l>yicetµeva. 
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did confiscate the property of certain members of the Senate in response to what may 

have been senatorial involvement in the insurrection. In another passage, Procopius 

chides the senators for not doing anything to thwart the scheming of Theodora:238 

"Nor, in truth, did a single member of the Senate, when he saw the State putting on 

the crown of this disgrace, see fit to show his disapprobation by forbidding the deed, 

though the Senators were all to do obeisance to the woman as though she were a 

god " (S.H. 10.6). 

The context of this passage concerns the marriage of Theodora to Justinian and her 

supposed plan to seize control of the empire. Yet Theodora is not even mentioned in 

the legal codes and it is highly unlikely that she had any direct influence over their 

composition. It is most probable that her social intrigues were well known and were 

included in all matters by Procopius, whether of a legal nature or not, for dramatic 

effect. 239 Furthermore, Procopius was aware of the lack of power that the Senate had 

in reality, and the fact that he blames Justinian personally for the degradation of the 

Senate implies that he was dissatisfied with the progress of the reforms that were 

supposed to be taking place. Therefore, while in a position to understand what had 

happened to the Senate, Procopius chose to interpret the transformation as yet further 

evidence of Justinian's egomaniac wish to control all aspects of government. In this 

regard his mention of the Senate is not so much inaccurate as it is more ammunition in 

his attack on Justinian. 

C) The Ouaestorship 

In 421 BC there had been four quaestores and the office was primarily concerned with 

the management of the aerarium (the treasury) as well as the administration of 

criminal justice until the praetorship was established. The office of the quaestorship 

consisting of two officials had dated back to the Etruscan Kings' period. Originally 

238 oi> µ11v oi>6e nc; EiC 't'iic; O"l)'YlCA,rtO'I) l3<>1>Ai\c; 'tO aiaxoc; 'tOl>'tO lxvaoo1>µevriv 'tTIV 1toAi1:etav op&v 
6'00q><>peu,8at 'tE Kai 1:11v 1tpal;iv lx1tEi1tEtv eyvco, 1Cat1tEp ai>'t11v ci1taV1:ec; taa 8Eq> 1tpo01C'l)vipov1:ec;. 

239 Cameron discusses this at some length and she notes that the sensationalism of Procopius' portrayal of 

Theodora has not even wavered with modern fictional works, using the Secret History as a source (Cameron, 1985: 

67-70). 
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two officials had served as the quaestores urbani and two had accompanied the 

consuls in the field. Gradually more quaestores were appointed. They were probably 

nominated by consuls and elected by the comitia tributa and were therefore lesser 

magistrates of the civitas (Wylie, 1948:33). Initially they were not magistrates but 

subordinates of the consuls and appointed by them until 421 when the quaestorship 

became an official magistracy and plebeians also became eligible. 

In the first century BC, Sulla's plan to make the Senate the governing body made 

magistrates and assemblies subservient. The number of quaestores was raised to 

twenty and the office was us~d as a means of admission to the Senate. Therefore a 

class of ex-quaestores was created to fill vacancies of the Senate (now consisting of 

600 members) and because the Senate controlled elections they could also control 

their own membership. By the time of the late Republic each provincial governor had 

a quaestor as second-in-command with financial duties. Except for the quaestor sacri 

palatii, quaestores were appointed for a time during the Dominate (ie. after 395 AD), 

but gradually disappeared. The office of the quaestor sacri palatii was probably 

derived from the office of the quaestor Augusti, but was of much greater importance. 

The quaestor sacri palatii was was the most important official of the central 

administration after the magister ofjiciorum, being the chairman of the consistorium 

(Tsirpanlis, 1974: 495). By the time of Justinian, the quaestor was general legal 

advisor to the emperor, as well as preparing legal drafts oflegislative matters, replies 

to petitions240 and acting as a general minister of justice (Wylie, 1948: 35)241
• 

However, Honore sees the term "minister of justice" as being misleading and chooses 

rather to describe him as having general literary and legal functions and to be 

expected, if necessary, to initiate legal reforms (Honore, 1978: 9) In the words of 

Cassiodorus' Variae 6.5: 

"The quaestorship necessarily involves close familiarity with the sovereign's ideas, so 

that the holder can correctly express what he !mows the latter feels. He sets aside his 

own views and clothes himself in the sovereign 's, so that his words seem to proceed 

from the latter " 

240 De Mag. 1.26 

241 Cf. Jones, The Later Roman Empire 1973, I: I 04 
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As is common in the rest of Procopius' work, he has little to say about the 

quaestorship as a whole but rather attacks specific individuals within that magistracy. 

His most obvious target in the Secret History is Tribonian (the leading figure in 

committee responsible for the codification of Justinian's legal reforms), yet he is left 

virtually unscathed. Procopius' description ofTribonian is somewhat ambiguous and 

therefore is likely to contain an element of truth. For although it would be inconsistent 

with the tone of the Secret History to depict Tribonian (being a particularly close aide 

to Justinian) in a positive manner, his attack is not as scathing as that delivered against 

other individuals (most notably John the Cappadocian). In S.H. 20.15-23, Procopius 

describes the appointment ofTribonian and his successor, Junilus (who Procopius 

makes fun of for not having an adequate knowledge ofGreek)242
• He also refers back 

to a more moderate description given by him ofTribonian in Wars 1.24.16:243 

"Tribunianus, on the other hand, both possessed natural ability and in educational 

attainments was inferior to none of his contemporaries; but was extremely fond of the 

pursuit of money and always ready to sell justice for gain; therefore every day, as a 

rule, he was repealing some laws and proposing others, selling off to those who 

requested it either favour according to their need " 

Wars 1.25: 1-2 follows in an even more forgiving tone than this passage:244 

"Tribunianus and John were thus deprived of office, but at a later time they were both 

restored to the same positions. And Tribunianus lived on in office for many years and 

died of disease, suffering no further harm from anyone. For he was a smooth fellow 

242 Maas, 1992, 111-2 

243 Tpt.Pouvia~ 6£ cpooe~ µev 6uvaµei txp11-co 1Cal nai6eiac; £~ ctlCpov acpilCl!'CO 't<OV ICa't' au-cov ou6e~ 
'q(JCJOV, £~ 6£ cplA.OXl)'llµU'Cl.UV 6aiµov~ £01tOOOQIC~ 0~ 'ti! iiv IC£p6o~ ael 'CO 61.1Ca1.0v a1to61.6oa8ai, 'CWV 
tt v6µmv 'TIJl.£PQt £IC 'tcn> £1tl 1tA.ll\CJ'tOV EICaCJ'C'!l 'CO~ µev avftplll, 'CO~ 6e lypacpev, 1X1t£µ1t0A.6>v 'CO~ 6eoµivoi~ 
1Ca-c<'x 'CTIV XPEiav £1Ca-cepov. 

244 Tpi~ouviavoc; 6£ 1Cal "Imavv~ -c% nµ% omm 1tapaA.u8tv-ce~ Xl)6vcp oo-cepov t~ apx~ -c~ au-c<'x~ 
ICQ'CECJ'CTICJUV c':tµcpm. IXA.A.CX Tpt.Pouvia~ µev l'CTI 1tOA.A.CX £1t\~1.0~ tj\ -ciµn £'tl!A.ll'U'CTICJ£ VOOC!), ctA.A.O ou6£V 
&xapi 1tpoc; ou6e~ 1ta8cbv. ijv y<'xp aiµ-6A.~ -ce 1Cal 'tctA.A.a ~~ 1Cal -c% cptA.OXP'llJlanac; -co v6at]µa 
em01Ciaaai i1CaVCO'ta-c~ -c% 1tai6eiac; 1tEp1.0'1)(J1.Qt. 
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and agreeable in every way and well able by the excellence of his education to throw 

into the shade his ajJ/iction of avarice. " 

The accusations leveled against Tribonian in these passages are so mild in comparison 

with his attacks on other individuals, that one questions if they are based on reality at 

all and not simply included so as to have something to level against Tribonian (in a 

similar style to Tacitus). For the only references to Tribonian in the Secret History are 

in 13 .12 and 20.16-17, where Procopius suggests that the reader refer back to the 

passage in the Wars for a more complete description of the man. Yet in S.H. 20.15, he 

does emphasize the importance of incorruptibility and an absence of avarice for the 

quaestor, only to go on to accuse Tribonian broadly of these very things. It is therefore 

perhaps also significant that it is in the first book of the Wars and not the Secret 

History that Procopius accuses Tribonian of changing the laws to suit himself. This is 

undoubtedly a gross inaccuracy, for Tribonian certainly did not have the authority to 

simply individually change laws on a whim and the statement is probably based on 

Procopius' reaction to the introduction of a new set of laws, that perhaps seemed to 

contradict the old ones. The populace of Constantinople had similar feelings about 

Tribonian, as they called for his dismissal in the Nika riot However, their anger was 

quite possibly directed at the laws rather than at Tribonian himself, who was the 

visible agent of Justinian in the execution of these laws. They did after all follow this 

demand for the dismissal of Tribonian with an acclamation for the replacement 

emperor Hypatius. Moreover, in De Mag. 3.70, Lydus states that the office lost much 

of its power during John the Cappadocian' s administration as prefect, for he was 

concerned only with his own promotion and had become controller of all offices, his 

greed and abuses leading directly to the Nika riot. We can judge Tribonian from his 

contribution to the legal code. He was clearly very erudite and a good lawyer.245 

Procopius also gives a positive account of the predecessor ofTribonian, the quaestor 

Proclus, in Wars 1.11.11-12:246 

245 For a full account ofTribonian and his impact on legal history, see Honore, T. 1978. Tribonian. 

246 ical 1ea1:a 1:ax~ £~ 1:TIV 1tpal;tv ituiyto&qv 1:TIV EOJtOttl(Jtv EV ypaµµam 8ta8ai, TI v6-
~ 'pmµato~, ei. µit Ilp6~ eicmA.ooev, ~ ~aoiut -t61:e 1tap-ft6peU£ 1:TIV 1:oi> 1CaA.O'l>µ£VO'I> 1eoiato1:m~ 
apxnv lxmv, CXVllP 6tica~ u ical XPTIJl.CX'tQ)V 6uxq,a~ a6mp61:a~. 6io 6n 0-l'.>1:£ v6µov nva £'U1t£1:~ 
lypaq,ev o-l'.>,:e n 1:mv 1ea8eo1:0>1:mv nvetv i\8£uv, ~ ical 1:61:£ av,:at-
pmv lA.e~e 1:oia6e• 
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"And they were making all haste to perform the act of setting down in writing the 

adoption, as the law of the Romans prescribes - and would have done so, had they not 

been prevented by Proclus, who was at that time a counsellor to the emperor, holding 

the office of quaestor, as it is called, a just man and one whom it was manifestly 

impossible to bribe; for this reason he neither readily proposed any law, nor was he 

willing to disturb in any way the settled order of things, and he at that time also 

opposed the propostion. " 

(Wars 1.11.11). 

Proclus is also mentioned on two occasions in the Secret History. In the first, S.H. 

6.13, he is described as one of the only truly capable members of Justin I's court and 

in the second, S.H. 9.41, he is presented as saving Theodotus from certain death. In all 

accounts therefore, Procopius gives a consistently positive portrayal of Proclus as 

quaestor. It should be noted however, that although Proclus may have served the 

office admirably, he would not have the same titanic task of consolidating the existing 

Roman legal corpus that fell to Tribonian. 

Lydus does not have very much to say about the quaestorship ( or the quaesitorship for 

that matter), as it did not fall within the scope of his discussion of the Praetorian 

Prefecture in De Magistratibus. In fact, although some mention is made of the office 

in the first two books of De Magistratibus dealing with the early history of the 

magistracies, there are very few references in Book 3 concerning the office of the 

quaestorship per se.247 This is understandable as the quaestor was not on the staff of 

the prefect and therefore, like the Senate, not of direct relevance to Lydus' work. 

However, like Procopius, he does mention the rather unique case of Tribonian in De 

Mag. 3.20.9: 

"And who would not be reduced to tears upon coming to recall the high praises used 

of the prefect's staff and this kind of token of its high qualities by the great Sergius, 

the most fair-minded Proclus and the greatest polymath Tribonian? Of these the 

247 The words 'IC'l>ato'tCllf), lC'OO{m.'tCllf) and K-uato'tCllf) (bearing in mind that these are actually different 
magistracies) are mentioned in De Mag. 1.24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 34, 2.27, 29, 3.20, 27, 70 
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former has had no equal as prefect, and the latter pair, on becoming quaestors, have 

added to the splendours of the constitution. " 

The difference of portrayal is clear in this passage, for while Lydus had praise to 

bestow upon Tribonian, Procopius represented him with some negative traits, 

accusing him of being corrupt and avaricious, if only because of his close association 

with Justinian himself. This is also the only reference in the work to Proclus, and he 

too is presented in a very positive manner. The description of Tribonian as "the 

greatest polymath" is an indication ofLydus' own interests and values.248 Another 

Proclus is also mentioned in De Mag. 3.60.2, but the context indicates that this was 

not the same individual as the quaestor. 

Although not dealing much with the office of quaestor, Procopius does concentrate an 

attack on the office of the quaesitor (not to be confused with the quaestor) as having 

little more responsibility than rounding up pederasts and fallen women. The quaesitor 

was a police post created in 539 (Novel 80)249
• In S.H. 20.9-12, Procopius explains the 

quaesitorship as being yet another method by Justinian to accumulate wealth through 

injustice. In this passage, he is not as concerned with the quaesitorship per se as he is 

with using it as evidence in his case against Justinian. He also regards it as being an 

excellent position of opportunity for those inclined towards personal financial gain 

through corruption of every form:250 

248 He admired erudition as a virtue and was clearly very impressed with Tribonian' s breadth of learning and 
command of the Latin language. 

249 ibid, 1973: 1:280 

250 1eal a'l>'tatv 'tTIV e'tepav µev 'toti; 1eU1t'ta~ 6i\8£v 'tip A.6ycp £Jt£CJ't110£V, lSvoµa 'ta\l't'\1 £1tt8e~ xpai'tcopa 61i 
µmv· 'tit 6£ 611 hep~ 'to~ 't£ Jtat6epaO'tO'\JV'tac; ei; ael 'ttVvoo8at !Cal y'l>vai;lv 0'1) v6µiµa µiywµevoui; 
E1t1\'Y'Y£A.A.£, !Cat e\'. 't<p 't<X ei; 'tO eetov O'l)IC op8&i; i\<:r1C11'tat, lSvoµa 'taU't'!l £1tt8eli; 1Cotat01.'tcopa. 6 µev O'UV 
1tpat't0>p e\'. 'ttva £V 'tOti; cpcop\.o~ Myo'I> JtOA.A.O'\J ~ta e-i>pe, 'tatrta 611 't(p a'U'tOICpa'topt a1t0<pepeiv ~1.0'I), 
<pa<JICO>V oMaµi\ <pa\.vea8at 'tO'l>i; 'tOU'tO>V IC'Upl.oui;. 'taU't'!l 't£ XP1Jla'tO>V ael 'CCOV -tiµtO>'ta'tO>V 6taA.a-yxaveiv 6 
~aaiA.e'i>i; etxev. 6 6£ 6111eotaiai'tcop 1eaA.Ouµevoi; 'to-bi; 1tapa1te1t't0>1C6'tac; 1ea'tepya~6µevoi;, & µev ~OUA.Ot'to, 
~aaiut E<pepev, a'i>'toi; 6£ o'U6ev -qoaov £1tA.O'U't£t 'toti; aA.A.O'tpl.o~ oMevl v6µcp. oi yap 611 'tO'U'tO>V 'tO>V 
apxmv 'U1t11!)£'tat olYt£ 1eanrr6poui; EJt'l\'YOV'tO o'lne µtxp,ropac; 'CCOV 1tE1tpa'Yµ£VO>V Jtap£1.XOV't0, aA.A.<X 6tT)V£1Cei; 
xav'ta 'tO'\J'tOV 'tOV xp6vov a1Ca'tT)y6pT)'tot 't£ !Cal ave~£A.E'YIC't0t chi; A.a8pat6'ta'ta £V't'l>X6vtei; £1C't£tvovt6 't£ 
1eal aq,npoilvco 'ta XPiuLa'ta. 
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"And to the one of the two he gave jurisdiction over thieves, as he pretended, giving 

it the name of "Praetor of the Plebs"; and to the other office he assigned the province 

of punishing those who habitually practised sodomy and those who had such 

intercourse with women as was prohibited by law, and any man who did not worship 

the Deity in the orthodox way, giving the name of "Quaesitor" to this magistrate. 

Now the Praetor, if he found among the peculations any of great worth, would deliver 

these monies to the Emperor, saying that the owners of it were nowhere to be found. 

Thus the Emperor was always able to get a share of the most valuable plunder. And 

the one who was called Quaesitor, when he got under his power those who had fallen 

foul of him, would deliver to the Emperor whatever he wished to give up, while he 

himself would become rich nonetheless, in defiance of all law, on the property of 

other men. For the subordinates of these officials would neither bringforward 

accusers nor submit witnesses of what had been done, but throughout this whole 

period the unfortunates who fell in their way continued, without having been accused 

or convicted, and with the greatest secrecy, to be murdered as well as robbed of their 

money." (S.H. 20.9-12). 

It is significant in this passage that Procopius includes the punishment of heretics as 

being one of the duties of the quaesitor, for although this was correct (Novel 80), the 

fact that he groups the punishment of these individuals with that of sexual deviants is 

used as further evidence of Justinian's unfaimess.251 Moreover, while sexual deviancy 

was a charge that could be fabricated against anyone, a great number of citizens of the 

empire were not orthodox Christians. This attitude reinforces the argument that one of 

Procopius' foremost criticisms of Justinian concerned his religious policies and their 

social implications. Moreover, Procopius does not give too much information 

regarding his own religious beliefs, but he gives a consistent criticism of Justinian's 

relationship with religion. This is so consistent that it is one of the foundations of 

Procopius' representation of Justinian in the Secret History. 

251 Apart from the reference in S.H. 11.29-37, this treatment of homosexuals, heretics and pagans is also 
mentioned in Malalas' Chronicle 436, 428 and 449 respectively and is dealt with by Scott (Scott, 1985). 
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D) The Praetorian Prefecture 

In the reign of Justinian, the functions of justice were divided between three 

magistracies, which although separate, could also work in co-operation on certain 

matters. Generally speaking, legislation was the concern of the quaestor, legal 

administration was the concern of the master of offices (magister officiorum) and his 

three departments (scrinia), and execution oflaws was that of the praetorian prefect 

(Honore, 1978:9). Lydus was employed in this area. Because of the fact that it would 

be the actions of the prefect that would most directly affect the populace, it is 

understandable that he would attract the most attention of all magistrates, particularly 

if accounts of his corruption are unanimous (as is the case with John the 

Cappadocian). Of all the magistracies, the prefecture had perhaps undergone the most 

changes over time, as it had grown in influence and complexity. As Tsirpanlis notes, 

the prefecture had been deprived of its military character since the days of 

Constantine, but still had far-reaching powers throughout this period (Tsirpanlis, 

1974: 490).252 

In Codex Iustinianus 1.27, very specific details and instructions are given concerning 

the newly created office of the Praetorian Prefect of Africa. The description of the 

composition of the office is given in a typically formulaic style with the very clear 

implication that staff size would determine the relative importance of any particular 

magistracy: 

"We decree that three-hundred and ninety-six persons, distributed among the different 

bureaus and military departments, shall be attached to your office, as well as to that 

of all other succeeding Praetorian Prefects of Africa. We also decree that fifty 

subordinates shall be attached to the office of each of the provinces presided over by 

consular rulers, or Governors. " 

As one of Justinian's chief concerns was the removal of crime and corruption, 

particularly at the upper levels of the magistracies, the specific details set down in this 

law allowed him far more control over the composition of the magistracy. By stating 

very clearly the number of persons to be employed and their respective salaries, he 

leaves nothing unaccounted for, and therefore far less is left to the discretion of the 

252 De Mag. 2.10 
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individual magistrate. This brings us back to his concerted effort of centralization as 

opposed to delegation ofpower.253 For while Justinian would probably not be 

personally overseeing the exact composition of each prefecture, there would be other 

offices created to do this. The law therefore sets out a system of checks and balances 

that make each magistrate more responsible and accountable, thereby reducing the 

possibility of corruption. 254 This was an exercise that Justinian repeated in other 

contexts as well, including the church of the Hagia Sophia in Constantonople. In the 

latter case Justinian's rulings were to promote what we should call rationalization, 

scale prescriptions and costcutting, dictating the specific size of each office. As was 

pertinent to the Senate and is to most of his reforms regarding magistracies, he did not 

seek to remove power and authority from the hands of the officials so much as to 

increase the efficiency of the empire as a whole. 

However, these motives were not always seen by those directly affected by his 

reforms. Because of his personal experience with the prefecture, Lydus chose to focus 

on it in De Magistratibus. He repeatedly explains that the prefecture was descended 

from the commander of the horse, who was second in command to Romulus and the 

Kings of Rome and that it was an orthographical detail to differentiate between the 

prefect (t1ta.px~) and the magister equitum (irt1ta.px~)255 (Jones, 1973:601). Lydus 

is loyal to the prefecture and also to Justinian, whom he thanks for preserving the 

institution,256 but his anger is focused against John the Cappadocian, who was 

personally responsible for him losing his job as well as degrading the reputation of the 

prefecture. He gives the most detailed account of the structure of the prefecture extant, 

and laments the changes that it had undergone, by referring back to the "Golden Age" 

of the Republic. 257 Moreover, Lydus insisted on his responsibility to record the 

253 Justinian did want to delegate power and responsibility to the Senate and magistracies, including the 
prefectures, but he also wanted to curb corruption by giving them neither more nor less than they needed. 

254 A good example of this degree of control is in the preface to Jusinian's Codex Iustinianus 1.27. 

255 Lydus clearly believed that this association and ancestry would emphasize the inherent nobility of the 
prefecture (De Mag. 1.14-1S, 2.13). 

256 De Mag 3.1.1-2 

257 De Mag. 3.67.1 
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diminution of the authority of the prefecture and claims his surprise that it even still 

existed in his own day. 258 

Lydus introduces his description of John the Cappadocian by stating the 

untrustworthiness of all Cappadocians: 

"Cappadocians are ever a worthless lot: 

but if a Service job they've got 

they 're more so - and a haul 

to make, they 're most worthless of all. "259 

Although this passage may suggest a pre-existing prejudice against Cappadocians on 

the part ofLydus, it is probable that it was informed by his experience with John, and 

is therefore being used as a literary device to develop a similar prejudice in the reader, 

so that one may sympathise with his attitude towards John. Yet he has already referred 

to John in a negative manner in De Mag. 3.38.3: 

"Now the wheat fund originally came under the city prefecture, but was taken from it 

as a result of the autocratic powers exercised by that blackguard of a Cappadocian -

on whom I will speak a little later on". 

However, it is only in De Mag. 3.57 that the real character assasination of John 

begins. After describing John's rise to power, Lydus complains that he caused many 

problems that were to be felt by the general public. Lydus claims that he established a 

private prison and tortured individuals regardless of their station, their only 

qualification being that they were wealthy. For honestiores were supposedly exempt 

from torture except in cases of treason trials (Jones, 1973: 519-520)260
• A similar 

accusation was levelled against Justinian and Theodora by Procopius in the Secret 

History, and it is therefore possible that it was a convention when describing personal 

corruption. In similar fashion to Procopius' apologia in the opening passages of his 

works, in De Mag. 3.57.4, Lydus qualifies his position to atack John when he states: 

258 De Mag. 3.39. l 

259 De Mag. 3.57.2.The original is in the Greek Anthology, trans. W.R Paton, London 1918: 183. It was taken 
from the Anthologia Palatina 2.238 and is by Demodocus (a poet/satirist who wrote before Aristotle) 

260 cf P. Garnsey, Social status and legal privilege, Oxford, 1970 
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"To this the populace was witness, but I personally have knowledge of it because I 

was an eye-witness and was present at what was done. " 

After this Lydus mentions the many evil minions that John used to carry out his plans 

throughout the empire. This once again mirrors Procopius' description of Justinian, as 

he accuses the emperor of shaping his servants in his own evil mould. Lydus refers 

specifically to one of John's servants, who was both also a Cappadocian and was also 

named John.261 He claims that the evil of this one individual was representative of the 

rest. According to the conventions of invective and satire, Lydus gives a harsh 

physical description of the man that is intended to mirror his inner evil.262 

Furthermore, he compares him to such creatures and tyrants263 as Cerberus, Phalaris, 

Busiris and Sardanapalus.264 In this case, Lydus had a personal vendetta against the 

man, whom he blames for plundering his hometown of Philadelphia in Lydia.265 In De 

Mag. 3.62.1, Lydus uses sarcasm against the prefect John by calling him the "epitome 

of justice", and claims that after managing so successfully to deprive everyone of their 

belongings, he would go after the throne himself. Lydus also goes on to blame John 

personally for the end of Latin as the official language of the empire. As a preamble to 

his description of the Nika revolt, Lydus states that only Theodora, "the superior in 

intelligence of any man ever", had been keeping watch on John, whereas Justinian, 

"the gentlest of souls", knew nothing and was consequently reluctant to give any 

judgement against John. 266 After his description of John's downfall in the Nika revolt, 

Lydus lavishly praises his successor Phocas, who he claims was sent to the community 

on God's goodwill as a result of the dismissal of John.267 It is during his description of 

261 De Mag. 3.58.2-3 
262 In the same manner as the passage previously mentioned where Procopius compares Justinian to Domitian, both 
physically and ethically. 
263 This comparison also mirrors Procopius' own comparison between Justinian and his tyrannical predecessors in 
S.H. 1.9-10. 

264 cf. Bandy, 222, 224, 226, 332 and Caimi, 246, who notes the quotation from Lycophron's Alexander 38 at 
61.l. 
265 De Mag. 3.58.5 
266 De Mag. 3.69. This reference to Theodora keeping watch over John the Cappadocian is notable, considering 
Procopius' claim of her involvement in his eventual downfall. 
267 De Mag. 3. 72.2 
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the tenure of Phocas, whom he uses every opportunity to praise, that the narrative of 

De Magistratibus breaks off. 

Procopius had very little good to say of the prefecture, yet he himself states that the 

corruption within the office was representative of all the magistracies within 

Constantinople:268 

"Now every single man who held this office during this period suddenly became 

wealthy beyond measure, with only two exceptions, namely Phocas - whom I have 

mentioned in an earlier Book as being a man who showed himself a most scrupulous 

respecter of justice; for this man remained clear of any gain whatsoever while in that 

office -and Bassus, who assumed the office at a later time. Yet neither of these two 

succeeded in holding the position a year, but, on the ground that they were useless 

and altogether alien to the spirit of the times, they were relieved of their office within 

some few months. But in order that my account may not be interminable, through my 

relating each separate thing, I might say that the same intrigues were being carried 

out in all the other magistracies in Byzantium. " 269 

(S.H. 21.6-8) 

In this passage, Procopius uses the examples of Phocas and Bassus as a literary device 

to underline the corruption of the office and the sort of individuals who were usually 

attracted to it, by claiming that virtuous behaviour was practically outlawed. The last 

line also indicates that he has voluminous evidence to support his argument, but that 

the length of the work did not permit him to use it all. Consequently, the mere 

mention of having such a vast amount of evidence is used by Procopius to further 

establish his credibility. 

268 amvtec; O'UV aµilet 000\ 'tf\c; nµi\c; 'into 'tOV xp6vov 'tOi>'tov Uaµj¼VOV'tO 1tM>'OO\Ot El;amvairoc; oMevl 
'YEY£V11vtat µ£'tp<p, 6ootv µevtot xcoplc;, cl>o>1ea 't£, OU1tEp EV 'tOtc; lµ1tpoo8£V Myoic; EµV11<J8'!lv a't£ 'tOU 
6t1eaio'\l Ec; 'tO a1ep6'ta'tOV E1ttµEA:1yrou yeyov6wc;p 1C£POO'Uc; yap O'tO'\lOUV O'U'toc; O aV1)p EV 'tq> a/;tmµa'tt 
1ea8apoc; lµEtve, 1eal Baaao'\l, 8c; 611 EV xp6vcp -icp 'i>aupcp 'tTIV apx11v li..a!Jev. ci>V1t£p oMhepoc; Evta'\l-
-iov 6t.aaci>aaa8at 'tTIV nµ.11v laxev, ai..i..' a't£ IXXPEWi 't£ 1eal 'tOU 1Ca1.p0i) 'tO 1tapamv ai..i..61CO't0t µT1VOOV 1t0'\l 
oi..iycov -iou al;tci>µa-ioc; ll;co yey£V11vtat. iva 6e µ11 -io 1ea8' l1eaa-i6v µot 6t'l'l'Yo'\lµ£Vcp a-iei..eu't'l'l-ioc; o Myoc; 
Ei'.TI, 'taU'ta ICIXV 'tatc; ai..i..atc; E1tpllGG£'tO 'tatc; EV B'U!;av-iicp apxaic;. 

269 Maas (1992: 79) notes that Lydus was somewhat selective in the elements of Phocas' record that he chose to 
mention. Furthermore, Phocas allegedly commited suicide in the 540s when faced with a prosecution for 

paganism. 
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The most regular recipient of Procopius' attacks on the prefecture is, like Lydus, John 

the Cappadocian. But while Lydus sees him as an abe{ation to the prefecture, 

Procopius considered him to be representative of the corruption within the magistracy, 

although an extreme example of it. Procopius makes numerous mentions of his ruin at 

the hands of Theodora (such as in S.H. 1.14, 2.15-16, and 4.18), yet in S.H. 17.38 he 

says that John the Cappadocian was punished by Theodora through her anger, not on 

account of his offences against the state. In this instance, Procopius was clearly not 

attempting to play down his accusations against John, but rather to emphasize 

Theodora's tendency to make harsh, yet important judgements on the spur of the 

moment. Procopius' opinion of John is summed up in Wars 1.24.11-15, where he 

describes him as being capable with letters and finding quick solutions to problems, 

yet on the other hand Procopius also refers to John as being uneducated ( 1tat6eia; 

av11x:oo;), meaning that he was only educated at secondary school. This may even 

account for some of the prejudice of Procopius and Lydus against John. In Wars 

1.24.13 Procopius states:270 

"He became the basest of all men and employed his natural power to further his low 

designs; neither consideration for God nor any shame before man entered into his 

mind, but to destroy the lives of many men for the sake of gain and to wreck whole 

cities was his constant concern. " 

Procopius also accuses him of drinking and eating excessively, completely unable to 

control himself. Again in Wars 1.25.1-3, Procopius attacks John for having no respect 

for anything and eventually being forced to atone for his past sins at the hands of 

Theodora and her accomplice Antonina. This event was of such importance that 

Procopius devotes the whole of chapter 25 of Book 1 of the Wars to John the 

Cappadocian's downfall. Procopius has virtually nothing good to say of John the 

Cappadocian, and even when he refers to him as "the cleverest of all men of his 

time, "271 it is in the context of his selfish scheming. The reality was that Justinian was 

210 1toV1lj)<>'ta't~ 6£ y£yo~ av8pcottcov attaV'tCOV tj\ ~ q>OOE~ 6uvaµ£t e; 'tO'U'tO EXP'll'tO, x:al O'\)'t£ 8£0'U 
My~ O'\l't£ av8pcotteov a'O'tOV ai~ 't~ ecrft£t, a'A')..a ~t~ 't£ ai>'tcp av8pcottcov 1tOAACOV <XttOAA 'Ovat x:tp6o-us 
fv£x:a x:al 7t6A£t; lS')..a; x:a8£')..£tv emµ£')..e; ~v. 

271 Wars 2.10.7 
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concerned with raising revenues from taxes and cutting costs. These were not 

traditional functions of the Praetorian Prefect, hence Lydus' complaint that John the 

Cappadocian was preoccupied with financial matters. Furthermore, Lydus was 

particularly unimpressed with the fact that John the Cappadocian's revenue raising 

program had won him popular support (providing another clue as to his own class 

affiliations).272 

In S.H. 22.1-11, Procopius refers to the appointment of Peter Barsymes in the place of 

Theodotus (who had in tum replaced John the Cappadocian and who, although not 

entirely corrupt, was incapable of effectively running the office). Barsymes is also the 

target of a vitriolic attack from Procopius. He describes his early years as a money­

changing thief, and how he was perfect for the part of Praetorian Prefect in the eyes of 

both Justinian and Theodora. Yet the very nature of Procopius' description of 

Barsymes implies a strong connection with that of Justinian. This is so obvious that it 

suggests that Barsymes was a protege of Justinian. For instance, Procopius blames 

him for deliberately depriving the soldiers of their pay, an accusation that is strongly 

reminiscent of his claim of Justinian's treatment of Belisarius and his legions during 

the second Gothic campaign.273 He then accuses him of selling offices to the highest 

bidder, an identical accusation to that levelled against Justinian in S.H. 21.16-19. 

Procopius uses these accusations as a generalised indictment of the office of the 

Praetorian Prefect, for in S.H. 23.14 he states:274 

" .. .for not alone Barsymes, as he was called, has dared to perpetrate this outrage, but 

even before him the Cappadocian, and later on those who succeeded Barsymes in the 

dignity of this office. "(S.H. 23.14) 

212 De Mag. 3.62 

273 This was elaborated on in the discussion on Belisarius' life and career. 

274 £1t£\ oux. 6 Bap<Juµ~ 1CCXAO-uµ£~ µ6~ 'tO 'tOtoO'to cxy~ e;aµap'tll.VE\V 't£'t6A.µ1'11C£V, 
a).,).a 1eal 1tp6't£f)OV µev 6 Kamta66~. OO't£p0V 6£ oi µua 'tOV Bapa{>µ11v 'tOi>'tO 611 'tO ~ apx.% 1tapa).a­
p(>V't£t; ci;tmµa. 

114 



When seen together, the descriptions of the prefecture given by Lydus and Procopius 

provide an image that is not altogether consistent or clearly represented by either. 

Procopius did not say much of the prefecture as a magistracy, because he considered it 

irrelevant to his task. For him, the magistracy was controlled by individuals that 

succesively represented or emulated aspects of Justinian's own character, whether 

learned from him directly or possessed as innate qualities. Consequently, the 

prefecture represents simply another aspect of the image that the Secret History and 

the Wars deliver of Justinian and an era of profound change. Because Lydus was 

passionately loyal to the prefecture, and had a personal vendetta against John the 

Cappadocian, he portrays it as being an essentially incorruptible institution that had 

been degraded by John the Cappadocian and other individuals, who were not properly 

suited to the office. Furthermore, his suggestions for a revived Roman state rested 

squarely on the shoulders of a reinvigorated prefecture. This may betray a certain 

shortsightedness concerning the process of change and an increasing tendency towards 

disorganisation, yet it was perhaps no more so than Justinian's own short-sighted 

attempt to consolidate the state by returning to ancient precedents. The most 

significant difference is that while Lydus was essentially conservative, Justinian was 

using the past as a means of justifying the adaptations he was making to a changing 

social environment, and was therefore progressive. 
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6: OTHER ASPECTS AND EPISODES OF JUSTINIAN'S ADMINISTRATION 

The sixth century was one of great upheaval. It is therefore not surprising to find 

Procopius using supernatural imagery to describe Justinian as he presents the 

probability of him being responsible for the plagues, earthquakes, floods, invasions 

and severe civil disturbances that characterised his reign. Using the literary device 

mentioned earlier for degrading Justinian by providing only two negative options, yet 

probably not truly believing either of them, in S.H. 18.36-37, he states:275 

"Such, then, were the calamities which fell upon all mankind during the reign of the 

demon who had become incarnate in Justinian, while he himself, as having become 

Emperor, provided the causes of them. And I shall show further, how many evils he 

did to men by means of a hidden power and of a demoniacal nature. For while this 

man was administering the nation's affairs, many other calamities chanced to befall, 

which some insisted came about through the aforementioned presence of this evil 

demon and through his contriving, while others276 said that the Deity, detesting his 

works, turned away from the Roman Empire and gave place to the abominable 

demons for the bringing of these things to pass in this fashion. " 

Other geophysical calamities of the period are recorded in Pseudo-Dionysius ofTel­

Mahre's Chronicle entry for the year 542 and in Malalas' Chronicle 18.79, although 

they do not blame anyone in particular for them. It is necessary to mention some of the 

dramatic events of Justinian's reign briefly in order to establish the sentiment of 

Procopius and Lydus to the regime and bureaucracy as opposed to the popular 

sentiment regarding these institutions. Although Justinian's reign was a long and 

complex combination of action and reaction to imperial policy and natural disasters, 

the issues that have been chosen to be focused on here, as they are important episodes 

275 Ta~ µev ica,:a ,:ov EV acoµan yev6µ£VOV 6alµova '1:E't'UXTllCE yevta8at ~ 1tav,:a; cxv8pco1t0-uc;, mv7tEp 
,:ex; al.~ ai>,:~ a"l:E ~A.£~ ica,:aa,:cx; lOO>lCE' ical ooa µ£V'1:0t 1Ca1:a1CE1Cp,>µµ2vn 6uvaµEt ical <pOOEt 
6atµOvtC)t 6tetpyaaa,:o cxv0pco7t0'1><; icaica, eyco 611)..cooco. TO'U"l:0'1> yap 'Pcoµalcov 6tot1COUµevou ,:a 1tpayµa,:a 
no)..)..a ical (x)..)..a na&!\ ~'l>V11V£X811 yevta8at, a7tEp oi µev tj\ ,:ou 1tOV11po-O 6atµovoc; 't'fi6e napooolcit 
l.axup~ov,:o ical µ11Xavft ~uµl3f\vat, ot 6e ai>,:o-0 ,:o 8Etov ,:a lpya µtaf\aav cx1t001:paq,ev ,:e cx1t0 'I:% 
'Pcoµatcov cxpx%, xcopav 6alµoat 1:0~ na)..aµvatotc; ev6e&oicevat ,:a'l},:a 6tanp~aa8at 't'fi6e. 

276 This is another example of Procopius' use of the literary device that was mentioned earlier of attributing the 
view to others, or to rumour. 
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and stages within the duration of his reign and were tangible enough to be commented 

on by Lydus and Procopius, are: the plague, the Nika riot and the wars of reconquest. 

While the last two were a result of Justinian's policies, the plague was a natural 

disaster and an episode that in many ways characterizes the difficult middle period of 

Justinian's reign in the 540s. 

Although of great significance in his reign, the codification of law has not been 

independently dealt with, as it is a tremendous subject on its own and did not provide 

an obvious tangible means whereby Procopius and Lydus could comment on 

Justinian's reign, though it is mentioned in their work. Consideration of the legal 

reforms will be limited to when they represent official imperial policy on the specific 

matters under discussion. In addition, the building program has not been given a 

separate treatment, for although Procopius dedicated an entire work to it, it is not a 

significant part of the Secret History.211 Furthermore, despite its relationship to the 

complete body of work by Procopius, it is not relevant to the work ofLydus and is 

therefore not useful for the comparative purposes of this discussion. Unfortunately, 

due to the lack of evidence regarding popular opinion from this period and the manner 

in which the populace reacted to events that were linked to Justinian's reforms, one 

must make inferences from contemporary writers as to what this popular opinion 

might have been. 

A) The Plague: 

A description of the important events of Justinian's reign that helped to shape 

Procopius and Lydus' view of the bureaucracy and the aristocracy would be 

incomplete without a mention of the terrible plague that appeared in the 540s. 

Although strictly speaking the plague was not a result of Justinian's administration as 

such, Procopius represents a level of cupability to Justinian that makes the two 

inextricable in the narrative of the Secret History. It is therefore included and 

represents the non-human element of disaster that also characterized Justinian's reign. 

Rather than describe the details of the plague itself, emphasis has been placed on its 

277 However, for an argument that attempts to place Procopius' Buildings alongside the Secret History in its 
judgement of Justinian, see Rousseau's "Procopius's Buildings and Justinian's Pride" in Byzantion 68 (1998: 121-
130). This should be considered next to Cameron's chapter on the building program in her Procopius and the sixth 
century (1985: 84-112). 
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effect on the popular view of the government and on Procopius' portrayal of Justinian. 

As it did not relate directly to the subject matter of De Magistratibus, Lydus does not 

mention the plague in his work, yet it is almost certain that he was present in 

Constantinople when it struck the city. Other accounts of the plague occur in the work 

of Agathias (5.10), Evagrius Scholasticus (4.29) and John of Ephesus, whose vivid 

and emotional description has come down to us through the Chronicle of Pseudo­

Dionysius ofTel-Mahre.278 

The origins of the plague that broke out in 542 in Constantinople and later spread to 

most of the empire are not certain, although it was probably brought from the east 

(Barker, 1966: 191).279 In Wars 2.22.6, Procopius says it originated in Egypt, and 

many of the ancients had long believed Ethiopia to be a plague reservoir. The sources 

claim that it halved the population of Constantinople (Maas, 1992: 23) and certainly a 

writer such as Evagrius Scholasticus felt it keenly, as he lost most of his family to 

it.280 John of Ephesus (through Pseudo-Dionysius of Tel-Mahre) states that hundreds 

of thousands perished in Constantinople alone, and that those were only the ones that 

were counted.281 Procopius, like Evagrius Scholasticus could not resist the opportunity 

to reinforce his emulation of Thucydides by imitating that author's description of the 

plague that struck Athens during the early part of the Peloponnesian War (Wars 2.22-

23). One may even draw a further parallel that while Pericles, the strong and 

charismatic leader of the Athenians was killed by the plague, Justinian became ill but 

recovered, against all expectation. 282 Thucydides saw the death of Pericles as marking 

the end of old-style politics. It is unclear whether Procopius had any similar notions 

about Justinian and a respective turning point in Byzantine history, but he did 

recognise the impact that the plague had on Justinian's administration. The fact of 

Justinian's recovery would have reinforced a religious sense of Justinian's destiny as 

the leader in the transition from classical Roman civilization to a Christianized one. 

278 John of Ephesus was a Monophysite monk who was contemporary with the events described. This Chronicle 
presents the second part of his Church History that has otherwise been lost to us (Witakowski, I 995: xv). 

279 The first incidents of the later medieval appearance of the bubonic plague in the thirteenth century were also in 
the Far East, in China. 
280 Evagrius Scholasticus Ecclesiastical History 4.29 
281 Pseudo-Dionysius' Chronicle, p.95. 
282 This occurred while Belisarius was away at war and he stated that he would not recognize any emperor 
appointed in his absence, much angering Theodora (S.H. 4.1-17). 
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Although the state was thrown into economic confusion in the immediate aftermath of 

the plague, there is no evidence that it fundamentally changed the opinion of the 

populace to the regime or to the bureaucracy.283 The populace apparently did not draw 

a connection between the plague and the administration. They were certainly unhappy 

about heavier taxes and further strain on an economy that was already unstable, but 

one cannot assume that they blamed the plague personally on Justinian and his regime. 

The blame given by the Monophysite John of Ephesus echoes that given by later 

Christian writers living in times of plague. He attributes its occurence as a punishment 

for the sins ofhumanity,284 rather than merely one individual or a regime, and calls for 

God's mercy on the empire. In this regard he openly states that he models his 

approach on that of the Old Testament prophet Jeremiah285 who had produced a series 

of Lamentations in response to the desctruction of the first Temple in Jerusalem and 

subsequent Hebrew exile in Babylon. 

The positive result of the plague was that it reduced pressure on accommodation, jobs 

and profits within the city, although needless to say this was not perceived as such by 

the populace. The fact that Justinian was himself afflicted for a time may have helped 

to prevent such an accusation of personal blame from occurring. In an age of great 

popular superstition and genuine belief in an imminent apocalypse, it is reasonable to 

presume that the populace had religious explanations for the plague286 
( as has 

repeatedly been the case in periods where such a devastation has occurred).287 A 

distinction should be drawn however, between popular theological explanations for 

the plague and Procopius' account of the belief in Justinian's supernatural abilities as 

mentioned in S.H. 18.37.288 Although Procopius states that some insisted it was 

283 It may be true that such evidence has been destroyed, but this is highly conjectural. 

284 Pseudo-Dionysius' Chronicle, p.80 

285 Pseudo-Dionysius' Chronicle, p.79 

286 John of Ephesus' account in Pseudo-Dionysius' Chronicle assumes a religious readership in posterity that 
would have identified with his Monophysite Christian beliefs, and therefore is replete with religious references, 
visionary experiences and divine intervention (p.84). 

287 In the Middle Ages, the flagellates would parade themselves through the city, begging forgiveness, in an 
attempt to prevent what they believed was divine punishment for human sin. 

288 This is another case where Procopius offers two rival explanations of rumour (q,am), indicating that the 
disasters were brought about either by the devil incarnate, or God. 
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Justinian's personal influence that caused the plague, it seems unlikely that those to 

whom he refers were ordinary members of the populace. 

In this context it forms simply another part of his total criticism of the emperor, thus 

in the Secret History Procopius states Justinian's involvement in the widespread death 

and destruction wrought by the plague.289 He mentions Justinian's relation to the 

plague in two places in the Secret History. In S.H. 6.22-23 he compares Justinian's 

responsibility for deaths in the empire with that of the plague and concludes that while 

some may have been able to escape the terror of the plague, no one could escape 

Justinian. In this manner he uses the plague as a literary device to further emphasize 

his claim of Justinian's far-reaching responsibility for calamity throughout the empire. 

However, in this instance, the distinction is clearly made between the plague (being an 

"act of God") and Justinian's personal actions. The plague was a natural disaster, yet 

Procopius implies that even God could not cause as much destruction as Justinian. Or, 

as S.H. 18.37 reads, God's "motivation" for the plague may have been to respond to, 

"as some said", Justinian's behaviour. This second instance in which Procopius 

associates Justinian with the plague occurs within his wider attempt in S.H.18 to 

account for Justinian's responsibility for all deaths that occurred during his reign. 

Making full use of hyperbole, he first mentions all the peoples and regions that 

Justinian laid waste to and then blames him for the deaths of all those that died in 

various civil disputes. He then refers to those that perished in the numerous natural 

disasters throughout the empire, concluding with the plague. In regard to Justinian's 

involvement in this last category of deaths, he states in S.H. 18.37:290 

"For while this man was administering the nation's affairs, many other calamities 

chanced to befall, which some insisted came about through the aforementioned 

presence of this evil demon and through his contriving, while others said that the 

289 This is contrasted with John of Ephesus' account where he states that Justinian provided 600 litters and other 
monetary incentives for the rapid removal of corpses from Constantinople (p.100). 

290 'tO'U'tO'I) yap 'Pmµai.mv 61.0t1CO'l>µ£VO'I> 'ta 1tpayµa1:a 1t011.11.a 1eal &11.11.a na&it l;w11vtx01t yevta8at, a1tEp ol 
µ.tv tj\ 'tO'U 7tOVllPO'l> 6ai.µo~ tj\6£ 7tap0'001.~ iax'l>pi.~OV'tO 1Cai. µ11Xavfi l;'l>!LPi\vat, oi. 6e a-01:0-0 'to 9eiov 'ta 
lpya µiaijaav ci.noa1:pacptv 1:e a.no~ 'Pmµai.O>v apx%, xmpav 6ai.µom 'tO~ 1ta11.aµvai.ot~ ev6e60>1etvai 
1:aU1:a 6ianpal;aa8ai tj\6£. 
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Deity, detesting his works, turned away from the Roman Empire and gave place to the 

abominable demons for the bringing of these things to pass in this fashion. " 

Considering Procopius' pragmatic and skeptical approach to any supernatural 

explanation,291 it is unlikely that he truly believed Justinian to be responsible for the 

plague. However, he may have believed that any accusation against Justinian 

attempting to account for his part in the deaths of citizens in the empire would have 

been overshadowed by the calamity of the plague. By associating the emperor with the 

plague in these passages, he amplifies the force of his invective against Justinian. 

B) The Nika Riots: 

The Nika riot was the most severe civil disturbance of late antiquity. Although there 

were precedents of serious riots during the previous century,292 the Nika riot was 

remarkable simply for the number of deaths that resulted from it. Contemporary 

sources vary in their account of the number of casualties, ranging between 30,000 and 

50,000 casualties. 293 There are three main arguments regarding the motivation for this 

riot. One sees the riot as having religio-political undertones with a specific program 

(allowing the two factions to coalesce against the common enemy), the second sees it 

as a religious, sectarian conflict, while yet another sees it as being hooliganism on an 

uncontrollable scale (Atkinson, 1990: 119-131 ). 294 However, in his comprehensive 

summary of scholarship on the riot and its precedents, Greatrex refines these causes 

for the riot into what had previously been categorized as three separate yet 

occasionally overlapping types of revolt (Greatrex, 1997: 64).295 He also places it in a 

context that shows Constantinople as having a long tradition of civil disturbance. 296 

291 This was was further elaborated on in the discussion on Procopius' and Lydus' sources 

292 Greatrex refers to parallels with the serious riots that occurred in Antioch in 507 and Constantinople in 498 
(Greatrex, 1997: 68). 
293 Wars 1.24.54, Malalas' Chronicle 476, De Mag. 3.70 

294 Atkinson reviews this debate in his article and disagrees with Alan Cameron's suggestion of hooliganism as the 
primary cause of the revolt (Atkinson, 1990: 120). 

295 The first comprehensive account of the riot in modern scholarship is the detailed analysis by J.B. Bury done in 
1897 and although this analysis is now somewhat out of date in certain respects, it set the standard of all later 
scholarship on the riot (Bury, J.B. 1897: 92-119). Other important early work was later also done by Stein (1949: 
449-55). 
296 He also makes the point that, although other significant revolts had broken out previously in cities such as 
Alexandria and Antioch, these were not recorded in any great detail, as neither was in the capital of the empire 
(Greatrex, 1997: 61). 
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The first type of revolt mentioned concerns riots over ecclesiastical and doctrinal 

affairs. These had been a problem during the reign of Anastasius, but were non­

existent under Justin and Justinian.297 Vasiliev argued that religious differences 

between the Blues and Greens (namely Monophysite against orthodox) were a 

precipitating cause for the revolt, but as Cameron and Atkinson have noted, this 

conclusion is illogical as the Blues and Greens united in this revolt, seemingly 

temporarily putting aside any religious differences (Atkinson, 1990: 120). The second 

type of revolt is a fairly simple physical confrontation, usually associated with chariot­

races. For centuries, the circus had been a theatre for expression of popular discontent 

and had proved to be an effective means of ''unofficial" communication between the 

emperor and the people. By the late fifth century this channel of communication was 

dominated by the Blues and Greens (Cameron, A, 1976: 193).298 It is this category that 

Cameron is primarily concerned with and although he argues that the disturbance was 

based on hooliganism (drawing a parallel between these factions and modem football­

related disturbances), it is unlikely that it was the underlying motivation (though it 

may have been a significant factor in the pretext of the revolt){l 976: 277).299 For in 

this type of riot the violence is mainly directed at other factions or partisans, not 

specifically at the emperor himself. However, there was always the possibility that the 

second type could develop into the third variety, which is defined as a revolt directed 

against the regime and its administration, thereby presenting a potential threat to the 

emperor himself. This evolution in the nature of the riot partially accounts for the 

progress of the Nika riot, as it usually ended with troops being sent in to squash the 

revolt with heavy-handed violence (Greatrex, 1997: 65). 

Procopius recounts the events of the Nika riot in Wars 1.24 and mentions it again in 

S.H. 12.12 and Buildings 1.20. As Cameron notes (1986: 66), Procopius clearly had 

difficulty in his portrayal of the riot, for he was not sure precisely whom to blame. To 

297 In 496 and 512 there were riots ofthis sort, based on disagreements arising out of the Fourth Ecumenical 
Council ofChalcedon. In 45 l Marcian had called this Council to formulate the doctrine of the two separate but 
indivisible natures of Christ. It therefore condemned the Monophysites and Nestorians, giving the Orthodox 
Church in Constantinople the advantage (Ostrogorsky, 1968: 59-60). 

298 These were the two dominant factions by quite a margin, the other two significant ones being the Whites and 
Reds. 

299 Riots of this sort had occurred in 501 and 507, resulting in thousands of deaths from inter-factional fighting 
(Greatrex, 1997: 64). 
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him it represented chaos and disorder, and while he blames Justinian for the event 

along with other less significant disturbances in S.H. 18. 31-35, he had felt it 

necessary earlier in his work to emphasize the anarchy of the Green and Blue factions, 

both with and without the emperor's patronage. To this end, he dedicates the whole of 

chapter seven of the Secret History. 300 This describes his view of what started the riots 

as well as giving an indication of his attitude to the lower classes of the urban masses. 

Another aspect of the riot concerns its effect on the Senate, as it provided Justinian 

with a justification for action against senators that he found objectionable, or those 

that opposed his policies. As Atkinson notes, in 537 he could celebrate his 

achievement in establishing an administration that relied on his bureaucrats and 

soldiers and not on the direct control of the Senate301 (Atkinson, 2000: 21). Although 

Procopius does not blame Justinian directly for causing the revolt itself, in S.H. 12.12 

and again in 19.12 he does blame him for manipulating it to suit his own ends: 302 

" As to the manner in which he so managed the insurrection which arose against 

him, the one which they called "Nika", that he immediately became heir of all 

members of the Senate, and also how, before the insurrection, he had stolen the 

property of no small number of them, taking them individually and one at a time, has 

already been set forth by me in a recent chapter." (S.H. 19.12, H.B. Dewing trans, 

1935) 

In his account in the Secret History, Procopius does not present any political 

motivation or specific involvement of the senators in the Nika revolt. Instead, he turns 

this around and states that Justinian manipulated the outcome and treated the senators 

in a manner that would allow him much personal financial gain. 

300 Even in the context of his attack on Justinian in the Secret History, Procopius could not afford to neglect 
mentioning the critical role of the Blues and Greens in the riot, who would have been conspicuous in their 
arbsence. 

301 Novel 62. Although the Senate had not been a serious political force for centuries, it was still a potential threat 
to Justinian's program of the centraliz.ation of imperial power. 

302 oncoc; 6E ic:al 'tT\V yevoµ£VT1V E1t' a'i>tov Otamv, i\v Nlic:a £1CCXA.O'l)V, 6t0t1CtlO'CXµevoc; 1tixm 1CA.T1pov6µoc; tote; 
£1C !x>'l>Afjc; £'08~ yeyovev i\61'1 µot evanoc; 6E6ti\yritat, ic:al 01tcoc; tile; ataaecoc; 1tp6tepov O'UlC 6i..lymv 
a'i>toc; i6lc;t ElCCXOtO'\) 'tT\V ooolav Cl(j)EtA.EtO. 
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"The populace, or rather the barbaric and merciless multitude, was reduced in 

numbers by appropriate punishments resultingfrom this "victory", up to almost fifty 

thousand being destroyed indiscriminately by the sword'. (De Mag. 3.70.5).304 

It is notable that in this passage Lydus considers the indiscriminate slaughter of the 

masses to have been appropriate, 305 as they had degenerated into a lawless multitude 

and he no longer shared the apparent sympathy that he had for them when describing 

the precipitating circumstances of the revolt. Furthermore, although he says that John 

the Cappadocian disappeared and was replaced by Phocas, he does not in this instance 

directly implicate him in the revolt. 

In addition to these poor urban conditions described by Procopius and Lydus, the 

traditional view of the revolt (based upon the account of Procopius) argues that it had 

reached its fever pitch primarily as a result of the long-standing, fierce rivalry that 

existed between the two dominant factions. However, as Greatrex argues, such 

disturbances caused by the circus factions were not without precedent, but the real 

danger lay in the possibility of Blues and Greens uniting behind a common cause 

(Greatrex, 1997: 63-66). The time gap between the various stages of the revolt may 

indicate a certain degree of planning, yet even this is not as convincing as the swift 

manner in which the pretender Hypatius was set up as emperor in the circus. Although 

he may have been innocently drawn into the revolt at first (based upon his ancestry in 

the family of the emperor Anastasius), Hypatius willingly accepted the role that the 

crowds created for him (Wars 1.24.42).306 In his entry for 532, Marcellinus presents a 

negative attitute to the riot with rather a different emphasis on the responsibility of 

Hypatius, Pompeius and Probus in the ensuing chaos:307 

"Hypatius, Pompeius and Probus, the nephews through his sister of the divine 

Anastasius, because they were each fired with unworthy ambition, tried to usurp the 

304 It is unclear whether Procopius expects us to take this at face value or if he is using it for dramatic effect. 

305 As Atkinson has noted, if the riots were presented from any other perspective than that of Justinian, they would 
be known as the Nika massacre, not simply a riot (Atkinson, 2000: 20). 

306 Atkinson, 1990: 119-133 

307 There is only a short reference to the riot in Marcellinus that reflects the official version and emphasizes the 
involvement of the nobles Hypatius, Pompeius and Probus. In his commentary on the text ofMarcellinus, Croke 
follows Bury in his suggestion that this version was fostered by Justinian to give the impression that the revolt was 
a matter of imperial ambitions among certain nobles and not a true reflection of popular feeling (Croke, 1995: 
125). 
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throne on 13 January after many of the nobility had already sworn allegiance and a 

whole crowd of troublemakers had been enticed by arms, gifts and the guile of their 

accomplices." (trans. B.Croke, 1995) 

The account follows that Hypatius and his followers tried to storm the palace and 

clearly states that the crowd had acclaimed no substitute emperor, but rather that 

Hypatius had tried to use the factional strife to his advantage.308 

Even though the immediate pretext for the riot was a botched execution of partisans 

by the city prefect Eudaemon which brought the Blues and Greens together, the riot 

began as a relatively disorganised revolt and gradually became an organised threat. 

This is indicated through the arson attacks against specific buildings at the outset of 

the riot as well as the relative ease with which Belisarius and his troops were able to 

decimate the crowds (as they were grouped in certain areas, not scattered throughout 

the city). Ultimately, large masses were executed in the Circus at the climax of the 

revolt once all other attempts to placate the mob had failed (Atkinson, 1990: 119-

133). However, this is not to say that the so-called mob mentality did not play a part, 

for despite any evidence of an organised offensive, both Procopius' and Lydus' 

dramatic accounts state that once the revolt had gained momentum, the crowds began 

to ransack virtually everything in sight. While Lydus frames his story with references 

to John the Cappadocian (though not blaming him directly), he does not even mention 

Belisarius. Procopius, on the other hand, has John the Cappadocian removed from the 

scene long before the appearance ofBelisarius. Procopius presents Belisarius as acting 

only according to the degree that he believed necessary, to protect Justinian without 

wanton brutality. He demonstrated great personal bravery (Wars 1.24.48) and featured 

at the meeting of the Senate (Wars 1.24.25). Thus Procopius gives him a far greater 

role to play than does Lydus. 

Although having the different religious and social allegiances that were stated 

previously, the significance of this riot was that it allowed the Greens and Blues to 

308 In his survey of the House of Anastasius, Cameron exhonerates Hypatius from his involvement in the riot and 
presents his choice by the crowds as replacement to Justinian in the wider context of both his and other members 
of the Anastasian line's previous activities (Cameron, 1978: 263). Moreover, it is argued that the Nika revolt did 
not bring disgrace on the popular Anastasian family, but rather that Justinian later used this to his advantage by 
linking the family to his own, with the marriage of his niece to Hypatius' grandson (Cameron, 1978: 268). 
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unite against the common enemy of the existing government. The partisans may have 

set up Hypatius as a pretend emperor, implying that they wanted to replace Justinian, 

yet in their demands they originally only insisted on the removal of the three most 

important government officials (namely, John the Cappadocian, Tribonian and 

Eudaemon). 309 It is understandable that these three individuals were the ones that the 

crowds wanted replaced, for they were the most visible agents of Justinian's reforms 

and were principally responsible for the maintenance of law and order. The choice of 

Eudaemon was obvious, as he was the city prefect and had been responsible for the 

executions (two of which failed) that began the riot. Certainly Tribonian, despite the 

forgiving accounts given of him by Procopius310 and Lydus, would have been 

identified with the new legislature. In the relatively short time that he had been in 

office, John the Cappadocian had already established himself as a ruthless collector of 

funds to fill the imperial coffers and someone willing to go to any lengths to enforce 

the new financial policies. Justinian temporarily relented to the demands of the crowd 

and had these three replaced by Phocas, Basilides and Tryphon respectively. However, 

once the crowds had been placated and the situation had settled down several months 

later, he reinstated them. Even John the Cappadocian, who was universally disliked, 

was reinstated afterwards indicating that Justinian was confident in his ability in 

financial matters and that he wished to show the crowds that as emperor he still held 

absolute power. 

Greatrex describes the revolt as passing through ten distinct phases, beginning with 

the execution of the partisans and ending with the execution of Hypatius ( Greatrex, 

1997: 67-80). The phases will not be repeated in any detail here, but this model is 

useful in illustrating which aspects of the riot were without precedent and which were 

not. In 520 the factions had united when the soldiers had not quelled the revolt quickly 

enough. While Justin was still officially the emperor, Justinian had openly backed the 

Blues much as other emperors had done before him.311 This was an effective tactic in 

309 The magister offictorum was out of Constantinople at the time, and would possibly have been dismissed ifhe 
had been present at the time of the revolt. 

310 Though Procopius accuses him of changing the laws to suit the highest bidder (S.H. 13.12). There may be some 
truth to this accusation, as it would certainly have given the crowd reason to call for his dismissal. However, he 
could not have simply changed laws on a whim and it probably represents a misunderstanding of the new laws. 

311 Both Theodosius II and Leo had backed the Greens, while Marcian had backed the Blues (Greatrex, 1997: 66). 
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dividing the crowd and being ensured of at least half their support. Anastasius had 

held a neutral stance towards the factions and had dealt with riots harshly, while Justin 

was characteristically indecisive about how to control them. Upon becoming emperor, 

Justinian combined elements of both Anastasius' and Justin's approach to the 

factions, allowing them limited indulgences, and by Malalas' account, was able to 

achieve peace for some time.312 However, his refusal to release the partisans in 532 

provided the mob with just the level of incitement required to begin a riot. Greatrex 

notes that it was not the first time that the catchphrase "Nika" was used, nor was it the 

first time that the crowds had called for the removal of certain officials from office 

(Greatrex, 1997: 71). Neither was it unprecedented for the crowds to acclaim a new 

emperor and for the existing emperor to flee the capital.313 However, Justinian's initial 

indecision with mixed messages and his wavering between Anastasius' and Justin's 

approach to dealing with factional violence gave the mob the impression that they 

could take further liberties.314 It was due to this that they were not merely satisfied 

with the removal of the officials but extended their demands for a new emperor and an 

all-out assault on the city. This made a massacre inevitable and consequently the scale 

of the devastation and the number of casualties was unparalleled. 

Procopius' description of the revolt in the Secret History does not present the riot as 

being particularly important for its own sake, but rather as representative of the 

general chaos that characterized Justinian's reign. The Wars however presents the riot 

as being an inevitable end to the factional strife that had been gaining momentum over 

the previous years. He is uncertain whom to blame and even though he sees Justinian 

as taking full advantage of the outcome of the riot, he does not blame him for causing 

it. Lydus' description comes closer to the official line taken concerning the revolt 

when he presents the massacre of the mob as being a rational response to their 

hooligan behaviour, despite any sympathies he may have had with the precipitating 

312 Malalas' Chronicle 422.14-22 

313 There is the tradition, largely supported by Procopius, that while Justinian contemplated evacuating the 
capital, Theodora urged him to stay and fight. Whatever deal Justinian may have made with Hypatius, he went 
back on it and used the crowds amassed in the Circus as a strategic advantage. 

314 Justinian took no firm action to stop the rioters during the first wave of arson, and attempted to let the circus 
games continue as planned, but on the second day of the riots he capitulated to the demands for the dismissal of 
John the Cappadocian, Tribonian and Eudaemon. 
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C) The Wars of Reconquest: 

Justinian's wars ofreconquest stretched from 533-554 and are fully chronicled in 

Procopius' Wars. They began in Vandal Africa and ended in Ostrogothic Italy with the 

settlement known as the "Pragmatic Solution". 320 This process of reconquest raises the 

important issue of the true relationship between east and west, one that is prevalent 

throughout late antiquity. Important changes had been made to this relationship in the 

late third and early fourth centuries by the emperors Diocletian and Constantine, who 

had created strong distinctions between the two areas and had effectively divided the 

empire for administrative and military reasons. 321 However, the economic, social, 

religious and military problems facing these emperors steadily grew over the next 

century,322 until their measures were no longer sufficient for maintaining the empire as 

a coherent whole. The real divide came in the fifth century when the west collapsed 

and fell under the domination of a succession of "barbarian" tribes with puppet 

emperors, while the east prospered ( although still under threat) under a line of strong 

leaders. The perceived relationship between the inhabitants of east and west in regard 

to language, ethnicity, nationality and general cultural preferences is a particularly 

difficult one that is further troubled by lack of evidence. 323 

The effect that this perception had on Procopius' and Lydus' respective value systems 

was considerable and greatly affected their understanding and general impression of 

Justinian's policies in regard to the west. It is unclear whether both Procopius and 

Lydus associated themselves with the unfortunate landowning classes of Italy who 

were dealt a devastating blow by Justinian's wars ofre-conquest.324 However, as has 

319 This is mostly evident in Procopius' Wars 8 and Secret History. 

320 A more detailed account ofBelisarius' involvement in these wars of reconquest was given in the discussion on 
Belisarius' life and career. 
321 This is a vast topic, relevant to all studies dealing with Late Antiquity and the transition from Rome to 
Constantinople as the center of the empire. Hence it will not be entered into any great detail here. Among 
numerous works, a full and detailed account of this period can be found in either Ostrogorsky's History of the 
Byzantine State (Basil Blackwell, 1968) or Jones' The Later Roman Empire (Basil Blackwell, 1973). 
322 Even after the effective failure of the Western Empire, the key problems of devaluation of currency, religious 
factionalism, greater compromise on barbarian infringements and illegal settlements and the decline of a regular 
army were all serious ones that faced emperors in the east. 
323 P. Rousseau in The Sixth Century argues that there is a danger of setting the split between east and west earlier 
than it occurred. Rousseau sees Justinian as still operating in terms of fifth century policies and preoccupations 
(p.17). Vandals, Ostrogoths and the Byzantines all operated ''within a central Mediterranean context" (p.17). In 
this regard, Rousseau is in effect restating the line taken by Barker in his Justinian (1966). 

324 S.H. 18.13-21 
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been argued, it is probable that they sympathized with these classes and the manner in 

which they suffered as a result of Justinian's policies, both political and social, as their 

own landowning, educated class had suffered similarly in the east (although not to 

such a great extent). 

Justinian's policy was to reclaim land that was perceived to be his heritage, not new 

territory. The continuity between the Western Empire and the east is difficult and 

many factors helped to exaggerate the problem. One wonders how much identity 

could truly be preserved in a conquest that sought to allow Greek-speaking Orthodox 

Christians to re-establish an administration over Latin-speaking Arian Christians325 

( although there certainly were a great many Orthodox Christians in the west, the 

center of which was Rome) (Cameron, 1993: 106). For the Gothic Wars of the Italian 

campaigns under Belisarius and Narses caused the downfall of the landowning classes 

ofltaly. They led directly to the destruction of the Roman Senate, the end of the 

consulship and the migration of many Roman aristocratic families to the east where 

they fonned an enclave of Latin-speaking Roman expatriates. By the sixth century this 

landowning class was largely senatorial, as the equites had faded out of existence 

during the previous century. It is also ironic that although Justinian's reign has 

traditionally been viewed as the last "burst of greatness" that the Romano-Byzantine 

world experienced, the huge cost of his wars in Africa and Italy, combined with 

serious civil disturbances (the Nika revolt in particular), continuing wars and pay-offs 

to Persia, and the outbreak of plague greatly weakened the entire eastern 

Mediterranean world for the serious military challenges and confrontations that it was 

to face in the next century (most notably the conquests by the Arabs soon after the 

birth oflslam in the early seventh century) (Cameron, 1993:188-191). 

Lydus does not specifically refer in De Magistratibus to the wars of reconquest from 

any judgemental standpoint. However, he clearly states his opinion of Justinian's 

effort at reconquest in the opening paragraphs of De Magistratibus Book 3: 

"Through him the state is greater in extent than it was not long ago, since Libya has 

been restored to us, and Rome herself, the mother of our civilization, delivered by the 

325 Moreover, the Ostrogoths that had occupied Italy were also Arian, thereby giving them more religious 
affiliations with the Italians than they had with the east. 
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sweat and effort of the empire from the fetters and power of barbarians. " (De Mag. 

3.1.2)326 

In this respect, it is understandable that De Magistratibus should not contain any 

passages complaining about Justinian's wars. For the references that concern the 

maltreatment of provincials and the destruction of cities are rather referred to in the 

context of John the Cappadocian's corruption of the prefecture and its consequent 

inability to function effectively. Unlike Procopius, Lydus does not criticize Justinian 

for the manner in which he fought his wars. 327 

When he is not being criticized for his own sake, Belisarius is used by Procopius as a 

literary vehicle for attacking Justinian. For although the attacks made against them in 

the Secret History are somewhat different, 328 the relationship between them is 

represented as something that had the potential of being great and yet somehow fell to 

pieces. The most notable example of this is in Procopius' supposed great 

disappointment at Belisarius being recalled in shame from the unsuccessful Italian 

campaign. Yet this shame is largely projected by Procopius onto Belisarius, for in S.H. 

5 .16-17 he states that Belisarius requested to be recalled to Constantinople, after 

realizing that the campaign was not succeeding as he had hoped. Moreover, the 

precipitating events were that Theodora had recently died and Belisarius was likely to 

be needed for the imminent war with Persia Procopius does criticize Belisarius for 

unwise military maneuvers in this campaign (eg. S.H. 4.42-43) and was clearly 

disappointed that the campaign was not as swift and glorious as the Vandal campaign 

(and, to a lesser degree, the first Gothic campaign), yet the primary target of his attack 

in this instance is actually Justinian with his unpredictable mood swings and bouts of 

jealousy and greed. 

After the unexpected ease with which Belisarius was able to recapture Vandal Africa, 

Justinian wasted no time in his plans to reclaim Italy. When Belisarius returned after 

326 Cf De Mag. 3.55 and Novel 30.11.2. Also Maas, 1992: 45. 
327 As mentioned previously, Lydus did compose a work recounting the Persian war, but unfortunately this has not 
survived to make any direct comparisons with Procopius' account of the war. 
328 Justinian is attacked for his evil manipulations, whereas Belisarius is rather criticized for personal weakness of 
character. 
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barely more than a year of fighting in Africa, he was given a triumph329 and Justinian 

claimed the titles Vandalicus andAfricanus 330(Cameron, 1994: 116). The manner in 

which this episode is presented in the Secret History is one of the first instances where 

Procopius accuses Justinian of jealousy at Belisarius' success and Belisarius' own 

unshakeable loyalty to the emperor. Belisarius had captured the Vandal king Gelimer, 

who was forced to walk through the streets of Constantinople in chains, as mentioned 

by Procopius in Wars 4.9.12 and Lydus in De Mag. 2.2. Since Belisarius was not of 

aristocratic birth, the victorious general had to prostrate himself in front of Justinian. 

Procopius exaggerates the treatment of Belisarius and implies that this was an insult to 

his dignity.331 Justinian may indeed have felt threatened that, because of his 

tremendous achievement, Belisarius would be seen as the "liberator" by the 

Constantinopolitans, 332 and he therefore needed to remind them who had the 

sovereign power. In addition, he was well aware of the fact that in keeping with 

Roman military tradition, Belisarius had accumulated a vast personal wealth as well as 

considerable number of patrons and bucellarii from his campaigns.333 In S.H. 4.32 

Procopius relates less candidly how Justinian and Theodora were so jealous of 

Belisarius' spoils of war from both his African and Italian campaigns, that they used 

all means necessary to appropriate the money for themselves. 

During Belisarius' unfortunate military confrontations against the Persians, the main 

reason for his failure is attributed by Procopius to be his lack of manpower and 

resources. Both Procopius and Lydus agree that there were never sufficient resources 

in the right place at the right time to mount either an effective offensive or an adequate 

defense against these enemies of the empire. But while Procopius blames this on 

Justinian, Lydus chooses to rather blame individuals (specifically John the 

Cappadocian) claiming that they cared less about the areas they were administering 

329 Wars 4.9, Buildings 1.10 

33° Codex Justinianus 1.27 

331 Proskynesis had been a practice originally adopted by Alexander, yet his officers had reacted very strongly to 
being forced to adopt this Persian cermonial custom. 

332 If there is any truth to Procopius' description of Justinian's paranoia, it may have later been justified when 
Belisarius was offered the position of"emperor of the west" by the conquered Goths unhappy with Vitigis' 
leadership. 

333 Some of these had returned with Belisarius after his first Persian campaign, and would serve him through the 
other expeditions that he led. 
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than acquiring personal wealth. 334 The repeated attacks on provincial towns in the east 

by the Persian Empire under Chosroes (who was a military match to Belisarius) and 

most particularly the sack of Antioch (the second city of the empire)335 in 540 would 

have been particularly personal to these writers, as both were born in a similar 

provincial region. Although Chosroes was far from Lydia, the similarity between 

Antioch and Lydia allowed Lydus to sympathise with the citizens of Antioch. In Wars 

11.10.4 Procopius laments these events: 

"I shudder when I describe so great a disaster, and pass it on to be remembered by 

future generations, and I do not know what God's will could be in raising up the 

affairs of a man or a place, and then casting them down and wiping them out for no 

apparent reason" 

Although Procopius did not always agree with the manner in which Justinian fought 

his wars and his perception of the emperor's underlying motivation for them, he could 

hardly criticize the actual waging of war on the Persians, Vandals and Goths. For he 

may include the countless multitudes living outside the direct protection of 

Constantinople who met with devastation as a result of his wars, 336 yet he also blames 

Justinian for the destruction wrought by the numerous barbarian groups when he did 

nothing. In S.H. 18.20 he complains of the hordes that overran Constantinople and the 

surrounding countryside on an annual basis simply because Justinian made no attempt 

to stop them.337 Later in S.H. 21.26-27, he mentions a letter that Justinian sent to the 

generals of Thrace and Illyricum forbidding them to fight against the Huns even 

though they had the advantage, for they were important allies with the Romans against 

the Goths. However, the Huns were doing at least as much damage to the Romans as 

the Goths were. Procopius uses this instance to illustrate the pointlessness of 

Justinian's campaigning, but having been a secretary to Belisarius for such a length of 

time he would have been aware of the strategic advantage of pitting ones enemies 

334 De Mag. 3.62 

m John of Ephesus (through the Chronicle of Pseudo-Dionysius ofTel-Mahre) referred to Chosroes as "the wind 
of the East" and describes the Persian attack of540 and subsequent sack of Antioch in the broader context ofhis 
account ofthe plague (p.90-91). 

336 S.H. 18 

337 Apart from the immediate havoc caused by these invasions, Procopius probably feared that compromises with 
barbarians would lead Constantnople to a similar fate to that of Rome, which had made such compromises for a 
long time before its defenses were untterly undermined. 

134 



against one another to reduce their combined strength against Rome. Yet as is 

common in individuals who become disillusioned upon discovering the harsh reality 

of war, Procopius laments the absence of a clear "black and white" solution to the 

problem and therefore blames everyone (but most notably Justinian). In this respect, 

although he does not articulate his ideal as clearly as Lydus, and although he did 

support the overall policy of reconquest, Procopius recognized that this wasn't enough 

and longed after the romanticized earlier days of Roman glory when everyone 

supposedly knew who was with Rome and who was against her. 
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7: ANTIQUARIANISM AND THE CLASSICAL PAST 

The Romans always considered history to be important. This could be seen in the 

Republic as well as the early days of the Principate when, during troubled times, the 

past was used to provide correct models of behavior for the present (both Augustus 

and Constantine had reinterpreted the past for this purpose) (Maas, 1992: I). 

Justinian's reign was a crucial period of political, cultural, social and religious 

upheaval and redefinition. Even though individuals, such as Theodoric the Ostrogoth, 

who had a great respect for classical culture had maintained a certain degree of 

classical influence in the Germanic kingdoms established after the fall of the Western 

Empire, the past was essentially overwhelmed by these new cultural influences. 

However, the Western Empire did not immediately collapse into total chaos after the 

sack of Rome. It has been one of the most popular assumptions regarding this 

transition, that there was a sudden change from order to anarchy, from literacy to 

illiteracy, from imperial structure to barbarian chaos. Yet this is an unsupported 

argument and even contemporaries of this period, although expressing concern for the 

changes, 338 record that the change was more gradual. The Germanic tribes had been 

migrating and settling within the empire (both with and without permission) for many 

decades before the actual sack of Rome in 410 by Alaric. By the time of Justinian's 

accession, most of the west had changed, including the army, religion and the political 

and social structure of the old Roman Empire. However, the greatest devastation 

would come to the territory of the Western Empire as a result Justinian's wars of 

reconquest. Apart from Procopius' claims, this is borne out in the depopulation of the 

area and the desperate migration ofltalians to Constantinople during this period. 

While to a certain extent, change from the outside had transformed the Western 

Empire, change from the inside came to characterise the empire under Justinian. 

Justinian himself chose to emphasize links between his program and Republican 

traditions. Yet there was also a strong sense of continuity with the Roman past, as 

Lydus shows, as the inhabitants of the Eastern Empire legitimated their response to 

change in terms of tradition. Consequently, whoever was able to redefine the past was 

338 For instance, in his City o/God, St Augustine attempted to explain the fall of Rome in Christian terms. 
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important, because they would be able to determine its power of legitimacy. When 

seen in this context, as stated previously, Lydus' works were less of an attempt to 

preserve history than to place contemporary issues in an historical context and 

therefore question the role of the past itself (Maas, 1992: 2). A well-established 

tradition of classical antiquarianism existed before Lydus339 which had been less 

concerned with prosaic fact gathering and more with describing how the past played 

an important role in defining the socio-political class of the writer's audience. 

The essence of Justinian's ideology was that it was imperial, Roman and Orthodox 

Christian. The Christian aspect had always been the most problematic for justifying a 

link with the past, and therefore Justinian chose a neutral form of classicism in an 

attempt to remove essentially pagan influences. Like other emperors before him, such 

as Augustus, he used the past to legitimize his deeds. The general terms "Roman", 

"pagan" and "Christian" were all brought under review and absolutist policy regarding 

each of them was established. The term "pagan" had been used by Christians to refer 

to adherents of the old Roman religion. However, as Procopius makes abundantly 

clear, the distinction was not always so apparent.340 Did being "pagan" include having 

an appreciation for classical learning, or having some knowledge of classical 

philosophy?341 Most of the great centres of classical learning had already been 

abolished during the purges held under Theodosius II,342 and by the time of Justinian 

classical learning referred to a close familiarity with classical literature and thought, 

rather than an active participation in pagan cultural structures. This sort of association 

with Greek and Roman classicism was not outlawed in the early years of Justinian's 

reign, yet it became unpopular in the last years. This accounts for the rise in Christian 

world chronicles at this time and other genres that did not depend to any great degree 

on classical knowledge. In the 550s, Procopius was still able to make free reference to 

works by Aristophanes and Homer, and Lydus could claim that he had been rewarded 

339 Cf. Maas, 1992: 5 concerning writers such as Valerius Maximus and earlier antiquarians. 

340 Cf. Cameron, Procopius and the sixth century ch. 7 for a full discussion of Procopius and Christianity. 

341 There appears to have been a certain ambiguity in Justinian's policy. For in the west (Italy) there was a measure 
of tolerance for paganism, but in Asia Minor there was zero tolerance of paganism as John of Ephesus was let 
loose on pagan communities. Yet F.R Trombley, Paganism in the Greek World at the end of antiquity "Harvard 
Theological Review" 78 1985: 327-52 attests continuation of paganism in Asia Minor despite the efforts of John 
of Ephesus. 
342 Included among these were the final destruction of the Great Library at Alexandria and the Lyceum in Athens. 
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for his classical erudition (De Mag. 3.30). In similar manner that history could be re­

interpreted for a new cultural era, so the same could be said for literature. For one of 

the great challenges of the Byzantine era and the Middle Ages would be to re-discover 

and re-interpret classical writers for a new Christian ideology. In this sense, the 

revisionist policies of Justinian (along with the writings of church fathers from this 

period) laid the foundation for later attempts at a theological resolution343between the 

writings of classical philosophy and the dogmatic teachings of the Christian Church. 

Justinian seldom claimed to be making real innovations in any sphere of activity,344 

but rather insisted on these changes being referred to as reforms.345 By doing so, an 

affirmative link was established with the past and the reforms interpreted as simply 

updating the law or the job description of magisterial offices for changing times, 

rather than doing away with a tradition and replacing it with something new. This can 

be extended to include Justinian's policy of reconquest. The campaigns against Africa, 

Italy and Spain were not considered to be military offensives against new territories, 

but rather a concerted effort to reclaim land that was perceived to belong to the 

Roman Empire (which was still known under that name).346 

Lydus' fundamental problem with Christianity was not a matter of doctrine. He 

carefully avoided any reference to Christianity in De Magistratibus. He simply 

considered it to be incompatible with his conception of the restoration of the Roman 

Republican ideal, and more particularly the Praetorian Prefecture. Justinian's policy of 

reform however, had Christianity at its roots. He chose to reinterpret history and the 

cultural legacy of Rome in Christian terms. Anything fundamentally contradictory to 

Christianity in this tradition was eradicated. Christianity had already irreversibly 

altered the status of the emperor to that of God's representative on earth (Jones, 1973: 

321). This was reflected in the precedence that ecclesiastical concerns were given over 

343 This culminated in the seminal thirteenth century Summa Theologicae of St Thomas Aquinas. It is beyond the 
scope of this discussion to deal with the extent to which Aristotelian thought, Neo-Platonic philosophy and other 
classical ideas had an influence over the development of Christianity, but suffice it to say that the relationship had 
always been a complex one that owed much to the classical emphasis on antiquarianism. 

344 Yet in Wars 2.2.6 he is labeled veroi:eponm~, but by Gothic envoys. 
345 However, there are occasions such as S.H. 11.1 and Buildings 1. 1.8 when he does do so. 

346 With reg~d to the east, note Wars 2.26.2-3 
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many other matters.347 For instance, in the Institutes, the first part of the Corpus iuris 

civilis, ecclesiastical laws are considered before anything else. Furthermore in the 

developments of historiography, conventions had been developed by Eusebius of 

Caesarea so that Cassiodorus and John Malalas would begin their chronicles with 

Adam rather than Romulus,348 indicating that the history of Rome was to be 

interpreted in the wider framework of Biblical tradition. However, as Maas argues, 

this was a not a clear and simple transition, for many pasts, including Greek, Roman, 

Biblical, New Testament local and civic interpretations would compete for attention 

(Maas, 1992: 40). The dominant interpretations that arose from this were Roman and 

Biblical, for although the classical Greek and Hellenistic past was relevant to the 

region, it had been overwhelmed by the advent of Rome and was consequently 

interpreted in Roman terms. Furthermore, the Roman past provided the imperial 

precedent upon which any reforms would be based and was therefore given 

precedence. The two types of legitimation of imperial power through the use of the 

past that Maas identifies are the "sacerdotal", and the "magisterial". While the former 

concerned the Christian approach to imperial sovereignty, the latter was based on 

Roman political history from the pre-Christian period (Maas, 1992: 41 ). 

Procopius goes into considerable detail describing the manner in which Justinian 

treated pagans and other religious minorities. He does not portray himself as having 

particularly strong affiliations with either paganism or Christianity exclusively, but 

rather a respect for and belief of elements in both. The position that he takes in the 

Secret History is rather to sympathize with the victims in order to further blacken 

Justinian's character. As stated earlier, it is significant that he groups Justinian's 

persecution of pagan beliefs and social practices (such as homosexuality) with his 

similar treatment of adherents to unorthodox Christian groups (particularly the 

Monophysites, Manicheans and Arians).349 Pagans were gradually excluded from 

public life until the definition only came to have religious connotations (Maas, 1992: 

347 Lydus uses 8£~ not ee6i, therefore implying a monotheistic belief. For example, in De Mag. 69, 71 and 72 as 
well as in 47 and 59, we get the contrast between pious Christians and the Cappadocian, who is presented in terms 
of pagan mythology (Salmoneus, Cyclops, Cerberus, etc.) 

348 See the opening passages of both the Chronicle of John Malalas (trans. E. Jeffreys. 1986.) and the Chronicle of 
Marcellinus (trans. B. Croke. 1995.) 

349 S.H. l l.l 5 
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4). Because the boundary between pagan and Christian had been so vague before 

Justinian, it is not surprising to find that Lydus was not as absolutist in his ideas of 

Christianity as Justinian and that Procopius was not bothered with individuals moving 

backwards and forwards from orthodox Christianity to paganism, or any other heresies 

so long as it was convenient.350 However, theology was a matter of practical 

importance to Justinian and the delineation of the exact beliefs of the orthodox church 

were as important for the stability of the empire as the codification of the law. One of 

the achievements of the legal reforms had been to separate pagan cult from classical 

learning and ceremonial. 

The fundamental point regarding both Procopius' and Lydus' view of the past was that 

they both recognized and played upon the sense of upheaval of the times in which they 

were living and display a longing for an idealized past when everything about the 

regime was supposedly clearer. Yet Lydus was clear on the point that the Roman 

Empire was still very much alive and the optimistic belief in the potential for a 

restoration to greatness was there (unlike his predecessor Zosimus, who believed that 

Rome had fallen and was in the process of being replaced) (Maas, 1992: 52). The 

romanticized image of the late Republic and early Principate as seen by Lydus and 

exploited by Justinian was a powerful force in the popular imagination for 

legitimating power. There is a very definite retrospective quality throughout both De 

Magistratibus and the Secret History, though the nature of this view of the past differs 

considerably between the two and the point of convergence lies in their common 

despair with a process of reform that appeared to be eradicating all that had come 

before and at the same time was failing dismally in its attempt at a replacement. 

350 S.H. 11:14-33 
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8: CONCLUSION: PROCOPIUS AND LYDUS' V ALOE SYSTEMS AND 

THEIR PORTRAY AL OF THE IMPERIAL SYSTEM FROM WITIDN: 

The sixth century, and specifically the reign of Justinian, was the turning point from 

the Roman to Byzantine world. Although Cameron's emphasis on change and 

continuity is certainly preferable to assumptions of decay and decline, the upheaval of 

this period left contemporary writers in doubt as to what they were and how long their 

value system could be sustained. Moreover, there is an undeniable element of a sense 

of decline from previous greatness in the work of the writers themselves, even if this 

was a natural reaction to a period of such radical change. Both Cameron and Scott 

have argued that Justinian's reign represented the transition period leading to the 

fusion of classical and Christian elements with the accession of his successor Justin II 

in 565,351 which effectively became the post-classical era (Scott, 1985: 106). The 

value systems of Lydus and Procopius were essentially conservative and thus stood 

against this process of change, even though on a certain level they agreed with what 

Justinian was trying to do, they had difficulty with the manner in which he was trying 

to accomplish it. 

Lydus dedicates De Mag. 3.40-42 to an account of how the Praetorian Prefect had lost 

various powers. He was unhappy with the condition of the magistracy in his own day 

and saw a need for change. He credits Justinian with having prevented the magistracy 

from falling into complete ruin, 352 yet his personal ideal would have been a return of 

the magistracy to its idealized, pseudo-historical position of prominence in the days of 

the Roman Republic. De Magistratibus therefore represents an account of Justinian's 

transformation of the bureaucracy by one who was essentially opposed to change. 

Throughout his works, Procopius appears as a practical skeptic who may not have 

been Christian himself, but certainly was familiar with and probably shared many of 

Christianity's beliefs. He did not however, believe that martyrdom or dying in defense 

351 For an account of the rise oflconoclasm in late antiquity and the importance of the ceremonial accession of 
Justin II in terms of the cultural changes in this ceremonial, see Averil Cameron's "Images of Authority: Elites and 
Icons in Late Sixth-Century Byzantium" in Past and Present 84 ( 1979: 3-35). 

352 De Mag. 3.1 

141 



of any particular ideology was either wise or admirable. For as he states in S.H. 11: 

23:353 

"So then, while many were being destroyed by the soldiers and many even made 

away with themselves, thinking in their folly that they were doing a most righteous 

thing, and while the majority of them, leaving their homelands, went into exile, the 

Montani, whose home was in Phrygia, shutting themselves up in their own 

sanctuaries, immediately set their churches on fire, so that they were destroyed 

together with the buildings in senseless fashion, and consequently the whole Roman 

Empire was filled with murder and with exiled men" . 

It should be noted that this passage occurs within the wider structure of an attack on 

Justinian's persecution ofreligious minorities in the empire and that despite his 

adherence to certain Christian beliefs, he believed in expedience with religion and not 

in the maintainence of beliefs that would cause one harm. As was mentioned 

previously, the distinction between Christian and pagan had been vague and it was 

only during Justinian's reign that one was forced to choose to belong to either one 

group or the other. Even under the persecution of pagans and heretical Christian 

groups by Theodosius II, the distinction was not always so clear. It had been largely 

those who openly rejected Christianity or who belonged to sects, perceived to 

undermine the authority of the emperor, that were the main target of earlier 

persecution. It is unlikely that Procopius would have supported even such a motive, 

but he would perhaps have been less critical of it, as similar policies had existed under 

the early Principate (before the introduction of Christianity as the official religion in 

375) in regard to the old Roman religion. 

As Lydus was in the emperor's service and for a period of time removed from it, he 

may represent some views from the general populace, although this is limited to the 

353 noi..i..ol µAv o,>v ~ -cmv a-cpan<O'tmv 6t.£cp8etpov-co, 1t0i..i..ol 6e ical acp~ ai>-co~ 6iexpiiaav-co ei>ae~etv 
µai..ta-ca t)1t{) ~>..upi~ oi6µevot, icai. at>'tWV 6 µev n>..eta-ccx; oµt>..cx; 'Y% ~ Jta't~ el;tmaµevot 
ecpeuyov, Mov-cavoi. 6£, oi ev cl>puyiQt ica't<p!CllV'tO, acp~ ai>'to~ ev iepot~ -cot~ acpe-ctpoi~ ica8e\.p1;avtt~ 
'tOU'tO~ 'tE 'tO~ vecoc; ai>nica eµnpitaav-ce~ 1;uv6t.£cp8ap'fl(Jav oi>6evl Mycp, naaa 'tE an' at>'tO'I> it 'Fcoµa\.mv 
cxpx11 cp6vou u nv icai. cpuy% eµ1tA.E~. 
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interests of his own educated provincial class. As with Procopius, there is little 

evidence to indicate that Lydus was certainly Christian, even ifhe did use some of the 

imagery and terminology. Many people considered themselves to be pistoi (faithful 

Christians), although it is unlikely that they would have completely agreed with 

Justinian's official definition of Christian orthodoxy (Maas, 1992: 4). Both Procopius 

and Lydus wrote works that carefully avoided Christianity. In this regard, they were 

not particularly interested in paganism or Christianity as a doctrine. Although more 

philosophical than Procopius, Lydus also only reacted to specific individuals, policies 

and reforms as opposed to general ideologies. Lydus' basic allegiances included 

Christianity, classical urban culture, traditional education, rhetoric, philosophy, the 

Latin language and imperial government (Maas, 1992: 4). As mentioned previously, 

many Byzantine Christians had no problem accepting earlier classical ideas, so long as 

they did not overtly contradict Christian belief at its core. OfLydus' allegiances that 

were mentioned, he emphasized some more than others, yet all are present in his work 

as he reflects the attitudes of 1) the class and provincial character of his origins, 2) the 

"professional" bureaucrats and 3) a grammaticus (especially one that had a mixed 

experience of work under the prefecture). 

One thing that is certain is that Lydus' value system was based on what he considered 

to be a traditional Roman morality with a respect for the past. As mentioned, his 

works convey a strong sense of decline, based on his own disillusionment at 

experiencing the reality of the prefecture, and as such they are defensive but contain 

evidence of a considerable knowledge of classical literature and culture. He thought of 

himself as an heir to the Republican tradition with the solution for the turmoil of his 

century being to return to that traditional ideal. It is not important that this Republican 

ideal never truly existed, for it is only the retropective vision of the ideal that carried 

importance. Moreover, Lydus was probably aware of the importance that a popular 

sense of identity and continuity with the past could have for the unification of a 

society in times of adversity. In this respect he valued unity and yearned for the 

Republican sense of Romanitas that had all but disappeared. Procopius may have 

wished for a return to a sense of unity within the empire, but it was no great 
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motivating factor in his writing. 354 Justinian however desperately searched for unity 

and strove to reinforce it wherever possible. This, along with greater centralization of 

imperial power, an increased level of accountability and reduced corruption, was 

clearly his underlying motive in the reorganization of provincial government. Unity 

was also the primary motive for the codification of the law and campaigns of 

reconquest, or at least it served as a powerful tool for propaganda in Justinian's public 

presentation of his policy. 

Although Procopius claimed that the Secret History would be a history of the events 

that had escaped the public eye (though he personally mentions his intended emphasis 

on Justinian and Theodora), and Lydus wrote De Magistratibus to describe problems 

within the magistracies, both works essentially revolve around Justinian. Lydus 

realised that Justinian's policies were in opposition to the urban cultural tradition that 

he so loved and respected, yet he never blames Justinian personally for the problems. 

Instead, he praises Justinian for his attempts to preserve the magistracies from decay 

and blames John the Cappadocian for abusing these reforms and accelerating the 

decay. 

Both Procopius and Lydus were reacting to a regime that had begun with a promising 

start, yet the early problems were to be portents of later more serious problems that 

Justinian would face. The Nika riots, plague and wars of reconquest represented 

challenges that were virtually without equal in the ancient world, yet they became a 

fundamental part of the image of Justinian's regime. The early idealism of the period, 

that perhaps Justinian himself held onto for too long, was replaced in the later years by 

a despair and disillusionment, based on the belief that somehow all of the attempts to 

consolidate power were useless, and that the restoration of Roman supremacy truly 

was impossible. The process of transformation that had begun before Justinian with 

the collapse of the western empire picked up such momentum that it inevitably spun 

out of control. Neither Lydus nor Justinian would ever see their "ideal" states realized. 

Instead his reign laid the foundations for the transition from a classical to a post­

classical Byzantine state, with orthodox Christianity at its core and less of a place left 

354 Procopius' point was not to romanticize the past nor to promote a return to an earlier system, but to show how 
Justinian has abandoned earlier standards and policies. Thus the criticisms are more programmatic. 
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in society for the classically educated, landowning provincial subelite class 

(represented by Lydus and Procopius) that had previously been such an active and 

fundamental part of that Roman society. 

Ultimately, Procopius was impressed by Justinian's reform and at the same time 

horrified by the details of this transformation. He recognized at least some of the 

complexities that Justinian's plan entailed, even ifhe did not understand all of them. 

In this regard, he chose to experiment with different literary genres, and thus different 

ways in which to represent the difficult problem that Justinian embodied Justinian is 

the personal focus of his work (most clearly noticeable in the Secret History and 

Buildings) because he was at the absolute center of this period of such upheaval and 

the tremendous effort to restore and rebuild what effectively could no longer exist, 

namely the Roman Empire as the secure and dominant force in the Mediterranean. 

As Ostrogorsky noted, Justinian was the "last Roman Emperor to occupy the 

Byzantine throne" and his attempts at a restoration of Roman supremacy were 

interwoven with the proposed universal triumph of Christianity, as the Roman 

imperium romanum was now identified with the Christian oik:oumene (Ostrogorsky, 

1968: 77). Both Procopius and Lydus are representatives of the transition that would 

eventually see the disappearance of their class and its interests, only to be replaced by 

a Byzantine Christian society with less of a sense of its own past and a gradual loss of 

interest in classicism. 
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