the secret history by procopius

the secret history by procopius stands as one of the most intriguing and controversial works from the
Byzantine era, offering a candid and often scathing account of the reign of Emperor Justinian | and his
court. Written by the historian Procopius, this work diverges sharply from his official histories by
unveiling the hidden truths, scandals, and corruption that permeated the Byzantine Empire during the
6th century. The secret history provides a rare glimpse into the personal lives, political machinations,
and moral decline of key figures, making it a vital source for understanding Byzantine history. This
article explores the background of the secret history by procopius, its content, historical impact, and its
relevance to modern scholarship. Through detailed analysis, readers will gain a comprehensive

understanding of why this work remains a cornerstone in the study of Byzantine historiography.
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Background and Authorship of the Secret History

The secret history by procopius was composed in the mid-6th century, around the same period as his

other well-known works such as the Wars of Justinian and the Buildings. Procopius, a prominent



Byzantine scholar and court historian, initially wrote official accounts praising Emperor Justinian and
his achievements. However, the secret history reveals a vastly different perspective, one that exposes
the darker side of the imperial court. Scholars believe Procopius authored this work in secrecy,
possibly intending it for posthumous publication, due to its highly critical and potentially dangerous

content.

Procopius: The Historian Behind the Work

Procopius of Caesarea was a legal advisor and historian who served under the general Belisarius
during the reign of Justinian |. His extensive firsthand experience in military campaigns and access to
the inner workings of the imperial court positioned him uniquely to document the era with authority.
Despite his official role, Procopius's secret history reveals his personal disillusionment with the ruling
elite, particularly highlighting the moral decay and political intrigue that characterized Justinian's

administration.

Purpose and Motivation for Writing

The motivation behind the secret history by procopius remains a subject of scholarly debate. Some
argue it was a cathartic exercise for the historian, allowing him to document truths suppressed in his
official works. Others suggest it functioned as a warning to future generations about the dangers of
unchecked imperial power and corruption. Regardless of intent, the secret history serves as a
counterpoint to official imperial propaganda, offering a candid and often brutal narrative of Byzantine

leadership.

Content and Themes Explored in the Secret History



The secret history by procopius is renowned for its vivid depictions of scandal, cruelty, and hypocrisy
within the Byzantine Empire. The text centers primarily on Emperor Justinian, his wife Theodora, and
other key figures, portraying them in a highly negative light. The work combines political critique,

personal anecdotes, and moral judgment, making it a complex and multifaceted historical document.

Main Themes and Narrative Focus

Several key themes dominate the secret history:

e Corruption and Tyranny: The text portrays Justinian as a ruthless and ineffective ruler driven by

personal ambition rather than public welfare.

e Theodora’s Influence: Empress Theodora is depicted as manipulative and ruthless, wielding

significant power behind the scenes.

o Military Failures and Deception: Procopius criticizes military leaders and highlights failures

concealed from the public.

e Moral Decay: The narrative emphasizes the decadence and immorality prevalent among the

elite.

Key Figures Described in the Work

Beyond Justinian and Theodora, the secret history by procopius discusses several notable individuals
from the Byzantine court and military, often in unflattering terms. These include generals like Belisarius

and political figures implicated in conspiracies or abuses of power. The work paints a comprehensive



picture of the empire’s leadership, emphasizing flaws and ethical lapses.

Historical Context and Significance

Understanding the secret history by procopius requires placing it within the broader context of
Byzantine history and historiography. The 6th century was a period of great political and military
upheaval, with Justinian’s ambitious campaigns to restore the Roman Empire’s former glory. The
secret history provides a critical lens through which to view these events, contrasting with the official

narratives that glorified imperial achievements.

Byzantine Empire under Justinian |

Justinian’s reign (527-565 CE) was marked by significant territorial expansion, legal reforms, and
architectural achievements such as the Hagia Sophia. However, it was also a time of religious conflict,
internal strife, and economic challenges. The secret history by procopius reveals the complexities and

contradictions of this era, highlighting the gap between official ideology and practical governance.

Historiographical Importance

The secret history stands out as an early example of critical historiography, where the historian
challenges dominant narratives and exposes uncomfortable truths. This approach was rare in ancient
and medieval historiography, making Procopius’s work a pioneering text that influenced later historical

writing traditions.



Reception and Influence in Later Scholarship

The secret history by procopius was not widely known or circulated in antiquity, likely due to its
subversive content. It resurfaced in the Renaissance and subsequently attracted scholarly attention as
a unique source on Byzantine history. Modern historians value the text for its candidness, despite

recognizing its biases and possible exaggerations.

Rediscovery and Manuscript Tradition

For centuries, the secret history remained obscure until copies were discovered and studied by
Renaissance humanists. The manuscript tradition reveals that the work was preserved separately from

Procopius’s official histories, underscoring its controversial nature.

Impact on Byzantine Studies

Today, the secret history by procopius is indispensable for scholars seeking a balanced understanding
of Justinian’s reign. It serves as a counterbalance to the more laudatory accounts, allowing historians
to reconstruct a more nuanced picture of the period. The work also informs studies of Byzantine

political culture, court life, and historiographical methods.

Legacy and Modern Interpretations

The secret history by procopius continues to inspire debate among historians, literary scholars, and
students of political power. Its legacy extends beyond history into discussions about the role of dissent,

the ethics of governance, and the reliability of historical sources.



Contemporary Relevance

The themes explored in the secret history—corruption, propaganda, and the abuse of power—resonate
with modern political discourse. Scholars analyze Procopius’s work to understand how historical
narratives can be shaped by personal bias and political pressures, providing lessons on critical source

evaluation.

Interpretative Challenges

While invaluable, the secret history by procopius poses interpretative challenges due to its polemical
tone and sensationalist content. Researchers must carefully differentiate between factual reporting,
literary embellishment, and the author’s personal grievances. This complexity makes the work a rich
subject for ongoing scholarly inquiry.

1. Offers a candid counter-narrative to official Byzantine histories

2. Provides unique insights into the personalities of Justinian and Theodora

3. Highlights political and social dynamics of 6th-century Byzantium

4. Serves as a foundational text in critical historiography

5. Remains relevant for understanding the interplay of power and propaganda



Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Secret History' by Procopius about?

"The Secret History' by Procopius is a historical work that reveals the hidden and scandalous details
about the reign of the Byzantine Emperor Justinian | and his wife Theodora, exposing corruption,

cruelty, and intrigue behind the official accounts.

Who was Procopius, the author of 'The Secret History'?

Procopius was a prominent Byzantine historian of the 6th century, known for his works on the wars of
Emperor Justinian 1, including 'The Wars,' 'The Buildings,' and the controversial 'Secret History," which

offers a critical perspective on the emperor's reign.

Why is 'The Secret History' considered significant in historical
literature?

'"The Secret History' is significant because it provides a candid and often scandalous insider's view of
the Byzantine court, contrasting sharply with Procopius's other more official works, thus offering

historians valuable insights into the political and social dynamics of the era.

When and why was 'The Secret History' by Procopius written?

Procopius likely wrote 'The Secret History' around 550 AD, possibly as a private manuscript intended
for limited circulation, to expose the darker side of Justinian's reign, including his and Theodora's

abuses of power, which Procopius could not openly criticize in his official histories.

How does 'The Secret History' differ from Procopius's other works?

Unlike Procopius's other works, which are generally more formal and laudatory towards Justinian's
achievements, 'The Secret History' adopts a highly critical and sometimes vitriolic tone, revealing

personal and political scandals, and highlighting the emperor's tyranny and moral failings.



Additional Resources

1. The Wars of Justinian by Procopius

This work by Procopius complements The Secret History by detailing the military campaigns of
Emperor Justinian I. It offers a more formal and public perspective on the Byzantine Empire’s conflicts,
including wars against the Persians, Vandals, and Goths. The tone is generally laudatory, contrasting

with the cynical and scandalous revelations found in The Secret History.

2. The Buildings of Justinian by Procopius

In this book, Procopius documents the grand architectural projects commissioned by Emperor Justinian
I, including churches, fortifications, and public works. It serves as a testament to Justinian’s ambition to
rebuild and glorify the Byzantine Empire. The work offers insights into the empire’s cultural and artistic

achievements during his reign.

3. The Byzantine Empire by Judith Herrin

Judith Herrin provides a comprehensive overview of the Byzantine Empire’s history, culture, and
politics, with significant focus on the Justinian era. Her analysis helps contextualize Procopius’s
writings, including The Secret History, by exploring the complexities of Byzantine society. This book is

valuable for understanding the broader historical backdrop against which Procopius wrote.

4. Procopius and the Sixth Century by Averil Cameron

Averil Cameron examines the life and works of Procopius, focusing on his role as a historian in the
sixth century. The book delves into Procopius’s methodologies, biases, and the political environment
that shaped his narratives. It offers critical interpretations that enhance the reading of The Secret

History and other Procopian texts.

5. Justinian’s Flea: Plague, Empire, and the Birth of Europe by William Rosen

This book explores the impact of the Justinian Plague on the Byzantine Empire and the wider world.
Rosen connects the epidemiological catastrophe to the political and social upheavals of the time,
providing context to the era in which Procopius wrote. The work enriches understanding of the

challenges faced by Justinian’s reign, often alluded to in Procopius’s accounts.



6. The Emperor Justinian and the Byzantine Empire by James Allan Evans

James Allan Evans presents a detailed biography of Emperor Justinian |, covering his political, military,
and religious policies. Through this narrative, readers gain insight into the emperor’s complex
character, which Procopius reveals with varying tones in his works. The book supports a deeper

comprehension of the figures central to The Secret History.

7. Byzantium: The Early Centuries by John Julius Norwich

John Julius Norwich offers a richly illustrated history of Byzantium from its foundation to the reign of
Justinian and beyond. His engaging storytelling provides context for the society and events described
by Procopius. This work helps situate The Secret History within the broader tapestry of Byzantine

history.

8. History and Hagiography in Procopius’ Secret History by Marek Jankowiak

This scholarly work analyzes the blend of historical facts and hagiographical elements in The Secret
History. Jankowiak explores how Procopius’s narrative techniques shape the portrayal of Justinian,
Theodora, and other figures. The book is essential for readers seeking a deeper literary and

historiographical understanding of the text.

9. The Dark Side of Byzantium: Power and Intrigue in the Sixth Century by Anthony Kaldellis
Anthony Kaldellis investigates the political intrigues, conspiracies, and darker aspects of sixth-century
Byzantine politics. Drawing on Procopius and other sources, the book illuminates the murky world
behind the empire’s facade of grandeur. It complements The Secret History by providing a broader

perspective on the themes of secrecy and betrayal.
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