
the secret history by procopius 1
the secret history by procopius 1 is a pivotal work in Byzantine literature
that offers an unvarnished and controversial account of the reign of Emperor
Justinian I and his wife, Empress Theodora. Written by the historian
Procopius, this text contrasts sharply with his other works by revealing
scandals, corruption, and the darker aspects of the imperial court. The
secret history is often studied alongside Procopius’s more official histories
to gain a fuller understanding of the complexities of Byzantine politics and
society. This article explores the background, content, historical
significance, and the enduring legacy of the secret history by procopius 1.
It aims to provide readers with a comprehensive overview of this fascinating
yet enigmatic text. The following sections will delve into the author’s life,
the context of the work, its key themes, and its influence on later
historical narratives.
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Background and Authorship of the Secret History

Procopius: The Historian Behind the Work
Procopius of Caesarea was a prominent Byzantine scholar and historian who
lived during the 6th century AD. He is best known for his detailed accounts
of Emperor Justinian’s military campaigns and administrative policies.
Procopius served as an advisor and secretary to the general Belisarius, which
provided him with firsthand knowledge of the events he later chronicled. His
position allowed him access to the highest levels of the imperial court,
making his observations particularly valuable. Despite his official roles,
Procopius’s writings reveal a complex relationship with the regime he
documented, culminating in the secret history by procopius 1, where he
diverges from his public works to expose hidden truths.

The Origins and Purpose of the Secret History
The secret history, or "Anecdota," was likely written in the later years of



Procopius’s life, possibly after the death of Justinian or during a period
when open criticism was too dangerous. Unlike his formal histories, this work
was not intended for public acclaim but rather as a confidential exposé of
the emperor’s reign. Its purpose appears to be a candid critique of the
corruption, cruelty, and moral decay within the Byzantine court, revealing
aspects of Justinian’s rule that were deliberately omitted or sanitized in
official records. The secret history by procopius 1 thus serves as an
invaluable counter-narrative to the glorified depictions found in his other
writings.

Content and Themes of the Secret History

Depiction of Emperor Justinian and Empress Theodora
The secret history by procopius 1 portrays Emperor Justinian as a tyrannical,
deceitful, and often malevolent ruler, far removed from the idealized image
of a benevolent monarch. Procopius accuses him of using deceit, manipulation,
and violence to maintain power, highlighting instances of injustice and
despotism. Similarly, Empress Theodora is depicted as a cunning and ruthless
figure who wielded significant influence over the emperor and the empire. Her
background and rise to power are described with a focus on scandal and
immorality, painting a stark contrast to the official narrative of her as a
virtuous and capable empress.

Critique of Byzantine Politics and Society
The work exposes the corruption endemic in the Byzantine political system,
including the abuse of power by officials, intrigue, and the exploitation of
the populace. Procopius describes a court rife with conspiracies, betrayal,
and moral degeneration. The secret history also critiques the religious and
cultural hypocrisies of the time, revealing how public piety often masked
private vice. This theme underscores the broader societal decay that
Procopius believed was undermining the empire’s stability and integrity.

Key Events and Anecdotes
The secret history contains numerous anecdotes that illustrate the darker
side of Justinian’s reign. These include:

The Nika riots and the brutal suppression that followed.

The influence of Theodora in political decisions and her alleged
cruelty.

Stories of military incompetence and failures disguised by propaganda.



Accounts of personal vices and scandals involving members of the
imperial family.

Historical Context and Significance

The Byzantine Empire in the 6th Century
The secret history by procopius 1 must be understood within the broader
context of the Byzantine Empire’s golden age under Justinian. This period was
marked by ambitious military campaigns aimed at reconquering former Roman
territories, extensive legal reforms, and monumental architectural projects
such as the Hagia Sophia. However, it was also a time of internal strife,
economic challenges, and social tensions. Procopius’s secret history provides
a critical perspective on these dynamics, offering insights that complement
the more celebratory accounts of the era.

Comparison with Procopius’s Other Works
Procopius authored three main works: the Wars, the Buildings, and the Secret
History. While the Wars and the Buildings present a largely positive and
official view of Justinian’s achievements, the secret history by procopius 1
offers a starkly contrasting narrative. This juxtaposition highlights the
complexity of historical truth and the role of bias in historiography. The
secret history challenges readers to question the reliability of official
histories and consider alternative viewpoints.

Reception and Legacy of the Secret History

Initial Reception and Manuscript History
The secret history by procopius 1 remained unpublished and relatively unknown
for centuries after its composition. Its critical and scandalous content
likely contributed to its suppression. It was rediscovered during the
Renaissance and gradually gained recognition as a valuable historical source.
The manuscript tradition of the secret history reveals its controversial
nature and the cautious approach taken by copyists and scholars in preserving
it.



Impact on Byzantine Studies and Historical
Scholarship
Today, the secret history is regarded as a crucial text for understanding the
complexities of Justinian’s reign and Byzantine society. It has influenced
modern interpretations of the period and inspired debates about the nature of
power, ethics, and historical truth. Scholars use the secret history by
procopius 1 alongside other contemporary sources to reconstruct a more
nuanced and balanced view of the 6th-century Byzantine world.

Enduring Themes and Modern Relevance
The themes explored in the secret history, such as political corruption, the
abuse of power, and the contrast between public image and private reality,
resonate with modern audiences. This work serves as an early example of
critical historiography and remains relevant for discussions about
leadership, governance, and historical narrative construction.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Secret History' by Procopius about?
'The Secret History' by Procopius is a historical work that provides a
critical and often scandalous account of the reign of Byzantine Emperor
Justinian I, his wife Empress Theodora, and other prominent figures of the
time.

Who was Procopius, the author of 'The Secret
History'?
Procopius was a prominent Byzantine historian of the 6th century, known for
his works documenting the reign of Emperor Justinian I, including 'The Wars',
'The Buildings', and the controversial 'The Secret History'.

Why is 'The Secret History' by Procopius considered
controversial?
The Secret History is controversial because it reveals the dark side of
Justinian's reign, portraying the emperor, his wife Theodora, and their court
in a highly negative and often scandalous light, contrasting sharply with
Procopius's other more official works.

When was 'The Secret History' by Procopius written?
'The Secret History' was written around 550 AD, after Procopius had completed



his official historical accounts of Justinian's reign, providing a more
candid and critical perspective.

How does 'The Secret History' differ from
Procopius's other works?
Unlike Procopius's other works, which often praise Justinian and his
achievements, 'The Secret History' exposes corruption, cruelty, and
immorality within the Byzantine court, offering a more cynical and critical
view.

What impact did 'The Secret History' have on
historical understanding of Justinian's reign?
The Secret History has significantly influenced historians' understanding of
Justinian's reign by providing a counter-narrative to official histories,
highlighting the complexities and darker aspects of his rule.

Is 'The Secret History' by Procopius considered a
reliable historical source?
While 'The Secret History' offers valuable insights, it is also considered
biased and possibly exaggerated, as Procopius wrote it secretly and may have
had personal grievances, so historians use it cautiously alongside other
sources.

Where can one find a good English translation of
'The Secret History' by Procopius?
Reputable English translations of 'The Secret History' are available from
publishers such as Penguin Classics and Loeb Classical Library, often
translated by historians like G.A. Williamson or H.B. Dewing.

Additional Resources
1. The Wars of Justinian by Procopius
This book is a detailed account of the military campaigns of Emperor
Justinian I, written by Procopius, the prominent Byzantine historian. It
covers the wars against the Persians, Vandals, and Goths, providing valuable
insight into the strategies and challenges faced by the Byzantine Empire. The
narrative complements the Secret History by offering a more public and
official perspective on Justinian’s reign.

2. The Buildings of Justinian by Procopius
In this work, Procopius chronicles the extensive construction projects
commissioned by Emperor Justinian, including churches, fortifications, and
public buildings throughout the empire. It serves as a testament to



Justinian’s ambition to restore the grandeur of Rome and Byzantium. The
detailed descriptions provide a glimpse into the architectural and cultural
priorities of the era.

3. The Byzantine Empire: A History by Charles Oman
Oman’s comprehensive history of the Byzantine Empire explores its political,
military, and cultural development from its foundation to its eventual fall.
The book gives context to the period in which Procopius wrote, helping
readers understand the background of the Secret History. It is well-regarded
for its balanced analysis and engaging narrative.

4. Justinian's Flea: Plague, Empire, and the Birth of Europe by William Rosen
This book delves into the devastating plague that struck the Byzantine Empire
during Justinian’s reign, dramatically shaping the course of history. Rosen
combines medical history with political and social analysis to show how the
epidemic influenced the empire’s fortunes. The book offers a unique
perspective on the challenges faced during the era discussed in the Secret
History.

5. The Emperor Justinian and the Byzantine Empire by James Allan Evans
Evans provides a thorough biography of Emperor Justinian, examining his
policies, military campaigns, and legal reforms. The book explores both the
emperor’s achievements and controversies, echoing the dual perspectives found
in Procopius’s writings. It is an accessible introduction to one of
Byzantium’s most influential rulers.

6. The Dark Side of Byzantium: Political Intrigue and Scandal by Anthony
Kaldellis
Focusing on the less savory aspects of Byzantine politics, this book
investigates the intrigues, betrayals, and scandals that characterized the
empire’s court. Kaldellis draws on sources like Procopius’s Secret History to
illustrate the complexities and dangers of power in Byzantium. The work sheds
light on the human drama behind historical events.

7. Procopius and the Sixth Century by Averil Cameron
A scholarly examination of Procopius’s life and works, this book places the
historian within the broader context of sixth-century Byzantium. Cameron
analyzes the differing tones and purposes of Procopius’s writings, including
the Secret History. The study enhances understanding of the biases and
intentions behind his accounts.

8. The Rise of the Byzantine Empire by Warren Treadgold
Treadgold’s narrative traces the development of the Byzantine Empire from the
late Roman period through Justinian’s reign and beyond. The work provides
essential background on the political and military environment in which
Procopius wrote. It is a valuable resource for readers seeking to grasp the
empire’s evolution during the sixth century.

9. Byzantine Court Culture from Justinian to the Macedonians by Liz James
This book explores the ceremonial, artistic, and cultural practices of the
Byzantine court, highlighting how power and identity were expressed. It



offers insights into the world of Justinian’s court, the setting for much of
Procopius’s Secret History. James’s study reveals the interplay between
spectacle and politics in Byzantium.
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