the secret history of procopius

The Secret History of Procopius: Unveiling the Hidden Side of Byzantine Chronicles

the secret history of procopius is not just a tantalizing phrase but a window into one of the most
intriguing and controversial accounts of the Byzantine Empire. While Procopius is widely known as
the leading historian of Emperor Justinian’s reign, his Secret History reveals a much darker, more
candid, and often scathing portrayal of the people and events that shaped his time. This fascinating
work has sparked debates among historians and readers alike, offering a rare glimpse behind the
official narratives and into the hidden undercurrents of Byzantine politics, society, and personal
intrigues.

Who Was Procopius? Understanding the Historian
Behind the Secret History

Before diving into the secret history of Procopius, it’s crucial to appreciate who Procopius was and
why his writings carry such weight. Procopius of Caesarea was a prominent scholar and court
historian in the 6th century, best known for documenting the reign of Emperor Justinian I. His works
include the “Wars,” detailing military campaigns, and the “Buildings,” praising Justinian’s
architectural achievements.

Yet, Procopius’s reputation as a loyal chronicler was complicated by his Secret History (Anecdota),
written in parallel but hidden from public view during his lifetime. This work exposed a starkly
different perspective, filled with biting criticisms and shocking revelations about the emperor, his
wife Empress Theodora, and other key figures.

The Secret History of Procopius: A Bold Departure from
Official Chronicles

A Clandestine Critique of Justinian and Theodora

The secret history of Procopius stands apart because of its raw and unfiltered tone. Unlike his
official histories, which praised Justinian’s governance and military exploits, the Secret History
paints a picture of a ruthless, manipulative ruler and a powerful empress who wielded influence with
cruelty and cunning. Procopius accuses Justinian of corruption, incompetence, and even madness,
while portraying Theodora as a former actress with a scandalous past who exercised dangerous
control over the empire.

This hidden manuscript reads almost like a Byzantine political thriller, filled with accusations of
treachery, debauchery, and conspiracy. Procopius doesn’t shy away from highlighting the emperor’s
failures, the court’s decadence, and the suffering of ordinary people under their rule.



Why Was the Secret History Hidden?

One of the most intriguing questions is why Procopius chose to keep this work secret during his
lifetime. Scholars believe the Secret History was too explosive and potentially dangerous to publish
openly. Criticizing the emperor and empress so openly could have led to severe repercussions,
including exile or death.

Moreover, the Secret History offers a form of historical self-protection and perhaps even personal
revenge. Procopius might have felt conflicted about the glorified image he portrayed in his official
works and used the Secret History as a way to reconcile or express his genuine views anonymously.

Key Themes and Revelations in the Secret History of
Procopius

Political Intrigue and Court Scandals

The Byzantine court under Justinian was rife with power struggles, betrayals, and secret alliances,
all vividly depicted in the Secret History. Procopius reveals schemes that undermine the empire’s
stability, including plots orchestrated by Theodora to eliminate her enemies and secure her power.

He also exposes the emperor’s paranoia and cruelty toward those perceived as threats, including
generals, senators, and even family members. These stories offer a striking contrast to the official
image of a just and capable ruler.

The Dark Side of Byzantine Society

Beyond politics, the Secret History sheds light on the social conditions and moral decay Procopius
saw around him. He criticizes the clergy, calling out corruption and hypocrisy within the church. The
work also touches on the suffering of common citizens, who bore the brunt of heavy taxation and
military conscription.

This perspective is invaluable because it challenges the idealized narratives often found in
traditional Byzantine histories, providing a more nuanced and humanized view of the era.

Military Campaigns and Failures

While Procopius’s “Wars” celebrate military achievements, the Secret History often contradicts
these accounts with tales of failure, incompetence, and mismanagement. He reveals how some
campaigns were marked by greed, poor planning, and brutal treatment of soldiers and civilians
alike.

This duality in Procopius’s writings offers historians a complex and balanced source to understand



the realities behind the empire’s expansion efforts.

The Impact and Legacy of the Secret History of
Procopius

Historical Significance and Modern Interpretations

The secret history of Procopius has become a critical source for scholars studying the Byzantine
Empire, providing a counterpoint to official records. Its frankness and vivid detail help historians
reconstruct a more comprehensive picture of Justinian’s reign, including its darker aspects.

Modern readers often find the Secret History compelling for its literary qualities—its candid tone,
dramatic narrative, and psychological insight into some of history’s most powerful figures.

Insights for Today’'s Readers

Understanding the secret history of Procopius offers valuable lessons about power, propaganda, and
historical truth. It reminds us that history is often multifaceted, shaped by those who write it and the
contexts in which they live. Procopius’s dual narratives encourage critical thinking and skepticism
toward official accounts, urging readers to look beyond the surface.

For anyone interested in Byzantine history, political intrigue, or the complexities of leadership, the
Secret History is a treasure trove that continues to inspire and provoke.

Exploring the Text: Tips for Reading the Secret History
of Procopius

If you're considering diving into this fascinating work, here are some tips to get the most out of your
reading:

¢ Contextualize the Text: Familiarize yourself with the broader history of Justinian’s reign and
Byzantine society to appreciate the depth of Procopius’s criticisms.

e Compare with Other Works: Reading the Secret History alongside Procopius’s “Wars” and
“Buildings” offers a fuller understanding of his perspectives and contradictions.

e Look for Underlying Motives: Consider Procopius’s possible biases and his reasons for
writing such a scathing account in secret.

e Appreciate the Literary Style: The work is not just historical but also a compelling narrative



filled with drama and vivid characterizations.

Why the Secret History of Procopius Still Matters

The secret history of Procopius resonates today because it captures a timeless human tendency: the
gap between public image and hidden reality. Whether in ancient empires or modern societies,
power often wears a mask, and history is written by those who control the narrative.

Procopius’s courage—or perhaps caution—to document the truth as he saw it, even if only privately,
offers a powerful reminder of the importance of questioning authority and seeking out the stories
beneath the surface. His work enriches our understanding of the Byzantine world and challenges us
to think critically about the histories we trust.

In the end, the secret history of Procopius is more than just a historical document; it is a compelling
story of intrigue, power, and human complexity that continues to captivate and educate readers
centuries after it was written.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Secret History' by Procopius about?

‘The Secret History' by Procopius is a historical work that offers a critical and often scandalous
account of the reign of Byzantine Emperor Justinian I, his wife Theodora, and other figures of the
time, revealing hidden truths and behind-the-scenes events.

Who was Procopius and why is his work significant?

Procopius was a 6th-century Byzantine historian known as the primary historian of Emperor
Justinian's reign. His work, especially "The Secret History,' is significant because it provides an
alternative and often controversial perspective to official histories of the Byzantine Empire.

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

Unlike Procopius's official histories which praise Emperor Justinian and his court, 'The Secret
History' exposes their corruption, cruelty, and moral failings, offering a starkly contrasting and more
cynical view of the same events.

When and why was 'The Secret History' written?

‘The Secret History' was likely written around 550 AD, after Procopius had completed his official
histories. It was possibly intended for a limited audience, revealing the darker side of the Byzantine
court that Procopius could not express openly in his other works.



What impact has 'The Secret History' had on modern
understanding of Byzantine history?

'The Secret History' has greatly influenced modern historians by providing a more nuanced and
critical view of Emperor Justinian's reign and Byzantine politics, highlighting the complexities and
intrigues that official records often omit.

Are there controversies regarding the accuracy of Procopius's
‘The Secret History'?

Yes, some scholars debate the accuracy of the accounts in 'The Secret History,' considering its tone
and content as potentially exaggerated or biased. However, it remains an invaluable source for
understanding Byzantine history and court life.

Where can one find an English translation of ‘'The Secret
History' by Procopius?

English translations of Procopius's 'The Secret History' are widely available, including versions by
translators such as G. A. Williamson and H. B. Dewing, accessible in print and online through
various historical and literary resources.

Additional Resources

The Secret History of Procopius: Unveiling the Shadows of Byzantine Chronicles

the secret history of procopius stands as one of the most enigmatic and revealing texts from the
Byzantine Empire, offering historians and scholars a rare glimpse behind the polished veneer of
imperial grandeur. Unlike his official works, which chronicle the reign of Emperor Justinian I with a
measured and often laudatory tone, Procopius’ Secret History (Anecdota) strips away the facade,
exposing scandal, intrigue, and corruption at the heart of the empire. This article delves deeply into
the origins, content, and significance of this shadowy manuscript, examining its place within
Byzantine historiography and its lasting impact on our understanding of historical narratives.

Contextualizing Procopius and His Works

Procopius of Caesarea was a prominent historian and legal adviser in the 6th century AD, best
known for documenting the reign of Emperor Justinian I. His oeuvre includes three major texts: *The
Wars*, *The Buildings*, and the lesser-known *Secret History*. While the first two works present a
formal and public-facing account of Justinian’s military campaigns and architectural projects, the
Secret History diverges sharply in tone and content.

Written around the same period but withheld from publication during Procopius’ lifetime, the Secret
History offers a candid, often vitriolic critique of Justinian and his wife, Empress Theodora. Scholars
speculate that Procopius intended this text either as a private catharsis or a posthumous exposé,
revealing the darker undercurrents of Byzantine politics and court life concealed beneath official



chronicles.

The Secret History of Procopius: Content and Themes

The Secret History is infamous for its scathing portrayal of Justinian and Theodora, describing them
as morally corrupt, ruthless, and tyrannical figures. Procopius accuses Justinian of deceitfulness,
greed, and incompetence, painting a starkly different image from the imperial propaganda of the
time. Theodora, once an actress of humble origins, is depicted as manipulative and cruel, wielding
significant influence over the emperor and the empire’s affairs.
Beyond character assassinations, the Secret History exposes systemic issues within the Byzantine
administration, including:

e Political conspiracies and purges aimed at consolidating power.

 Religious intolerance and persecution under Justinian’s rule.

e Extravagance and mismanagement contributing to economic strain.

e Widespread corruption among officials and the military elite.

This counter-narrative challenges the sanitized versions found in Procopius’ other works and those
of later historians, prompting critical reflection on the reliability of historical sources and the
construction of imperial legacies.

The Controversial Figure of Emperor Justinian

Procopius’ Secret History contributes significantly to the complex historiographical portrait of
Justinian I. Traditionally celebrated for his ambitious legal reforms, including the Corpus Juris
Civilis, and his efforts to restore the Roman Empire’s territories, Justinian’s reputation is
complicated by the allegations in the Secret History.

The text accuses him of:

e Engaging in acts of cruelty and political repression.
e Manipulating legal frameworks for personal gain.

e Ignoring the welfare of his subjects in favor of architectural vanity projects.

Such revelations force historians to weigh the emperor’s achievements against the human cost and
ethical implications of his governance, illustrating the multifaceted nature of leadership in late



antiquity.

Theodora: From Stage to Sovereign Influence

Theodora’s transformation from a lowly actress to empress is one of the most remarkable stories of
Byzantine history. In the Secret History, Procopius depicts her not merely as a consort but as a
domineering force behind the throne, often portrayed in unflattering terms.

Her alleged actions include:

« Instigating purges of political opponents.
e Employing ruthless tactics to maintain power.

e Exercising influence over religious policies and court decisions.

While some modern historians argue that Procopius’ account may be exaggerated or biased, the
Secret History remains an invaluable resource for understanding the complex dynamics of gender,
power, and politics in Byzantium.

Historical Significance and Scholarly Interpretations

The secret history of procopius has long fascinated scholars due to its candid and often sensational
content. Its discovery and subsequent translations have sparked debates around authorial intent,
reliability, and the role of dissenting voices in historical narratives.

Authenticity and Bias

One of the primary challenges in analyzing the Secret History lies in assessing its authenticity and
potential bias. Procopius served as an official court historian, granting him insider access but also
potentially influencing his perspectives. His dual role as both chronicler and critic raises questions
about:

e Whether the text was meant as a factual record or a personal vendetta.

e The extent to which political dissent shaped his depictions.

e The impact of literary conventions and rhetorical devices on the narrative.

Modern historians often approach the text with cautious skepticism, cross-referencing it with other



contemporary sources to reconstruct a balanced view of the era.

Influence on Byzantine Studies and Popular Culture

Beyond academic circles, the secret history of procopius has inspired numerous works of fiction,
documentaries, and scholarly debates, underlining the enduring appeal of scandalous revelations
about imperial courts. It has helped shape the popular image of Justinian and Theodora, highlighting
the complexities of ruling a vast and diverse empire.

In Byzantine studies, the Secret History is essential for:

e Understanding the nuances of court politics and personality cults.
e Exploring the intersection of public and private narratives in historical writing.

e Reevaluating the legacy of one of Byzantium’s most influential rulers.

Its candid nature challenges historians to consider the multiplicity of perspectives that constitute the
past.

The Secret History of Procopius in the Broader
Historical Landscape

Placed within the context of late antique historiography, the Secret History represents a rare
example of a historian breaking silence to reveal uncomfortable truths. While other contemporary
chroniclers often adhered to official narratives, Procopius’ work stands out for its willingness to
expose the darker side of power.

This phenomenon can be compared to:

e Suetonius’ *Lives of the Twelve Caesars*, which similarly mixed biography with scandal.
e The anonymous *Chronicle of John Malalas*, which presented a more sanitized imperial view.

e The later works of historians like Anna Komnene, who also wrestled with portraying rulers in
complex lights.

Thus, the Secret History contributes to a broader tradition of critical historiography, reminding us
that history is often a contested and multifaceted narrative.

The secret history of procopius ultimately enriches our understanding of Byzantine history by



peeling back layers of officialdom to reveal a more nuanced and humanized portrait of its key
figures. Its candid revelations, while controversial, serve as a vital counterbalance to glorified
accounts, encouraging ongoing dialogue about the nature of power, legacy, and truth in historical
writing.
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the secret history of procopius: The Secret History Procopius, 2007-10-04 A trusted
member of the Byzantine establishment, Procopius was the Empire's official chronicler, and his
History of the Wars of Justinian proclaimed the strength and wisdom of the Emperor's reign. Yet all
the while the dutiful scribe was working on a very different - and dangerous - history to be published
only once its author was safely in his grave. The Secret History portrays the 'great lawgiver'
Justinian as a rampant king of corruption and tyranny, the Empress Theodora as a sorceress and
whore, and the brilliant general Belisarius as the pliable dupe of his scheming wife Antonina.
Magnificently hyperbolic and highly opinionated, The Secret History is a work of explosive energy,
depicting holy Byzantium as a hell of murder and misrule.

the secret history of procopius: The Secret History Procopius, 1990

the secret history of procopius: The Secret History Prokopios, 2010-03-15 By exposing the
perversion, repression, corruption, and injustice at the heart of Justinian's regime, Prokopios' The
Secret History destroyed forever that emperor's reputation as the great and benevolent ruler of a
vast Byzantine state. Faithfully rendered here in blunt and idiomatic English, Prokopios' tell-all is as
shocking today as it was in the sixth century. Kaldellis' substantial Introduction addresses, among
other topics, the historical background to The Secret History; Prokopios' literary style and major
themes; and the relationships between Prokopios, Justinian, and Empress Theodora. Maps,
genealogies, a glossary, and a selection of related texts (including excerpts from Prokopios' Wars
and Buildings and several contemporary documents) enhance and support the reading of this
scandalous and suspenseful book.

the secret history of procopius: The Secret History of the Court of Justinian Procopius,
2019-11-19 In The Secret History of the Court of Justinian, Procopius unveils the concealed
machinations of the Byzantine court, offering a stark contrast to the official narratives of his time.
Written in a critical and acerbic tone, this text delves into the moral corruption, political intrigue,
and the personal vices of Emperor Justinian, his wife Theodora, and their court. Procopius employs a
sophisticated literary style, blending vivid anecdote with sharp commentary, capturing the
tumultuous political landscape of sixth-century Byzantium while challenging the veneer of imperial
greatness. This work notably serves as a historical counterpoint to Procopius's earlier, more
favorable accounts, such as The Buildings, thereby enriching the discourse on imperial history and
historiography. A historian and scholar, Procopius was deeply entrenched in the socio-political
upheaval of the Byzantine Empire during his lifetime. His experiences as an advisor to General
Belisarius and his close observation of the court provided him with unique insights into the
intricacies of power and governance. Procopius' disillusionment with the ruling elite, particularly
after witnessing the consequences of their choices, informs this critical exposv©'—an act of both
courage and literary artistry. Readers seeking to understand the intricacies of Byzantine politics or
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the often-contradictory nature of historical narratives will find in The Secret History of the Court of
Justinian a compelling exploration of loyalty, hypocrisy, and the darker aspects of human ambition.
This book is not merely historical; it remains a powerful reminder of the complexities of leadership
and the frailty of reputation. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your
reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The
Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A
detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing.
- An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights
behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth
underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's
messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand-picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on
moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions,
and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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he Secret History of Procopius Richard Atwater - Procopius, who lived from 500 to 565 C.E., was a
Byzantine historian. His writings are a primary source about the reign of the Emperor Justinian.
Writing in Greek, Procopius was the last major ancient historian. The original title of this work was
Anecdota, which means 'things not given over, withheld.' Procopius speculates that Justinian might
have been something . . . not even human, perhaps vampiric. He soberly quotes eyewitness accounts
of Justinian shapeshifting into a 'shapeless mass of flesh,' and literally losing--and retrieving--his
head. Justinian killing a 'trillion' people. The text actually says A myriad myriads of myriads (a
myriad is the highest number in Greek, 10,000). [That is 105*3 = 1015 = 100,000,000,000,000, or
100 trillion.] All of this is a bit sophistical of course, what Procopius obviously means here is a
ridiculous number.
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the secret history of procopius: Secret History of Procopius Procopius, 1927

the secret history of procopius: The Secret History Procopius, 2024-01-13 New Large Print
Edition, comfortable and easily readable format. The Secret History by Procopius, as translated by
Richard Atwater, immerses readers in the Byzantine Empire's clandestine intrigues, unveiling the
political landscape during the 6th century under the rule of Emperor Justinian I (527-565 AD).
Against the backdrop of ambitious military endeavors, grand construction projects, and theological
controversies, Procopius, an advisor to General Belisarius, provides a firsthand account of the
intricacies within the imperial court. In contrast to Procopius' other works, which laud the
accomplishments of Emperor Justinian and his wife Theodora, The Secret History takes a critical
turn, exposing the darker underbelly of this historical epoch. Atwater's translation skillfully
preserves the nuances of Procopius' original text, offering readers a penetrating view into the power
struggles, betrayals, and hidden agendas that marred the Byzantine political landscape. This
narrative unfolds as a testimony to Procopius' disillusionment and bitterness, revealing scandals and
corruption that shaped the destinies of key figures. It serves as a rare and controversial window into
the intricate dynamics of the Byzantine Empire, exploring the complexities that defined the empire's
trajectory during this pivotal period. The Secret History stands as a captivating historical account,
inviting readers to grapple with the complexities and shadows that influenced the course of one of
history's most intriguing civilizations.
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2006-11-01 Literally and completely translated from the Greek.

the secret history of procopius: Procopius Richard Atwater, 2013-05-01 Procopius of




Caesarea (in Palestine) is the most important source for information about the reign of the emperor
Justinian and his wife Theodora. From 527 to 531 Procopius was a counsel the great general of the
time, Belisarius. He was on Belisarius's first Persian campaign, and later took part in an expedition
against the Vandals. He was in Italy on the Gothic campaign until 540, after which he lived in
Constantinople, since he describes the great plague of 542 in the capital. His life after that is largely
unknown, although he was given the title illustris in 560 and in may have been prefect of
Constantinople in 562-3. He wrote a number of official histories, including On the Wars in eight
books, published 552, with an addition in 554, and On the Buildings in six books, published 561. He
also left a Secret History , probably written c. 550 and published after his death, which was a
massive attack on the character of Justinian and his wife Theodora. Parts are so vitriolic, not to say
pornographic, that for some time translations from Greek were only available into Latin. The Secret
History claims to provide explanations and additions that the author could not insert into his work
on the Wars for fear of retribution from Justinian and Theodora. Since both before and afterward,
Procopius wrote approvingly of the emperor, it was suggested in the past that he was not the author
of the work, but it is now generally accepted that Procopius wrote it. Analysis of text, which show no
contradictions in point of fact between the Secret History and the other works, as well a linguistic
and grammatical analysis makes this a conclusive opinion.
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Procopius, 2015-04-09 Procopius of Caesarea was born in approximately 500. He is generally
considered to be the last major historian of the ancient world. His works have given us a unique and
intimate account both of the Roman Military and its Emperor Justinian. A native of Caesarea in
Palaestina Prima little else is known of his early life, and apart from assuming that he would have
received a classical Greek Education the rest is deduction rather than based on known facts. In 527,
the first year of Eastern Roman Emperor Justinian I's reign, he became the adsessor (legal adviser)
for Belisarius, Justinian's chief military commander who was then starting out on what would
become a brilliant military career, initially in the East of the Empire. After early successes Belisarius
was defeated in 531 at the Battle of Callinicum and recalled to the Empire's heart in Constantinople.
Justinian was without doubt clever but cruel. When part of Constantinople rose against him in the
Nika riots of January, 532, he sent Belisarius and his fellow general Mundo to repress them in a
savage massacre in the Hippodrome - witnessed by Procopius. The following year Procopius
accompanied Belisarius on his victorious expedition against the Vandal kingdom in North Africa and
took part in the capture of Carthage. Procopius remained in Northern Africa with Belisarius'
successor, Solomon the Eunuch, when Belisarius returned to Constantinople. Procopius rejoined
Belisarius for his campaign against the Ostrogothic kingdom in Italy and was there for the Gothic
siege of Rome that lasted a year and nine days and ended in March, 538. He witnessed Belisarius'
entry into the Gothic capital, Ravenna, in 540. However at some point in the next few years
Procopius seems to have been moved away from working with Belisarius. When the latter was sent
back to Italy in 544 to cope with a further outbreak of the war with the Goths, Procopius appears to
have no longer been with Belisarius' staff. Procopius continued to record history and his works are
both insightful and clear headed, distilling the complexities of the times into several classic books.
His death is thought to have been around 560.

the secret history of procopius: Procopius Secret History Procopius (of Caesarea.), 1961

the secret history of procopius: The secret history of Procopius, newly translated from the
Greek with an introduction by Richard Atwater Procopius, 1934

the secret history of procopius: The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire
Edward Gibbon, 1901

the secret history of procopius: Fallen Glory James Crawford, 2017-03-07 “A narrative that
spans seven millennia, five continents and even reaches into cyberspace. . . . I savored each page.”
—Henry Petroski, Wall Street Journal In Fallen Glory, James Crawford uncovers the biographies of




some of the world’s most fascinating lost and ruined buildings, from the dawn of civilization to the
cyber era. The lives of these iconic structures are packed with drama and intrigue, featuring war
and religion, politics and art, love and betrayal, catastrophe and hope. They provide the stage for a
startling array of characters, including Gilgamesh, the Cretan Minotaur, Agamemnon, Nefertiti,
Genghis Khan, Henry VIII, Catherine the Great, Adolf Hitler, and even Bruce Springsteen. The
twenty-one structures Crawford focuses on include The Tower of Babel, The Temple of Jerusalem,
The Library of Alexandria, The Bastille, Kowloon Walled City, the Berlin Wall, and the Twin Towers
of the World Trade Center. Ranging from the deserts of Iraq, the banks of the Nile and the cloud
forests of Peru, to the great cities of Jerusalem, Istanbul, Paris, Rome, London and New York, Fallen
Glory is a unique guide to a world of vanished architecture. And, by picking through the fragments
of our past, it asks what history’s scattered ruins can tell us about our own future. “Witty and
memorable . . . moving as well as myth-busting.” —Times Literary Supplement (UK) “[An] elegant,
charged book . . . A well-written prize for students of history, archaeology, and urban planning.”
—Kirkus Reviews, starred review “Astute, entertaining, and affecting.” —Booklist “A lovely, wise
book.” —Alexander McCall Smith, New Statesman (UK) “A cabinet of curiosities, a book of wonders
with unexpected excursions and jubilant and haunting marginalia.” —Spectator (UK)
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