the secret history by procopius

The Secret History by Procopius stands as one of the most compelling and controversial works of the
Byzantine era. Written in the 6th century, this text offers a unique and often scathing perspective on
the reign of Emperor Justinian | and his wife, Empress Theodora. Unlike his earlier works, which were
more formal and panegyrical, The Secret History dives deep into the darker realities of Byzantine
court life, revealing political intrigue, corruption, and personal grievances. This article aims to explore
the context, content, and significance of Procopius's Secret History, shedding light on its enduring
relevance in understanding Byzantine history.

Context of Procopius's Work

Procopius was a historian from Caesarea in Palestine who lived during the reign of Justinian | (527-565
CE). He is best known for his other major works, including The Wars of Justinian and The Buildings of
Justinian. However, it is The Secret History that offers an unvarnished view of the imperial couple and
their court.

Historical Background

1. The Reign of Justinian I:

- Justinian came to power during a period of significant military and territorial expansion for the
Byzantine Empire. His rule was marked by ambitious military campaigns and extensive building
projects, including the famed Hagia Sophia.

- His reign also faced considerable challenges, including the outbreak of the Plague of Justinian and
civil unrest.

2. Procopius’s Role:

- Procopius served as a legal advisor and secretary to General Belisarius, one of Justinian's most
trusted military leaders.

- His position allowed him to witness events firsthand, providing him with a unique lens through which
to critique the ruling elites.

Motivation for Writing

- Personal Grievances: Procopius harbored resentment towards Justinian and Theodora, which
influenced his portrayal of them in The Secret History. His experiences at court and the political
machinations he observed shaped his critical narrative.

- Historical Record: Procopius aimed to document what he perceived as the moral decay and
corruption of the imperial court, contrasting sharply with the more glorified accounts found in his
other writings.



Content Overview

The Secret History is divided into several books, each addressing different themes and figures within
the Byzantine court.

Critique of Justinian and Theodora

1. Justinian’s Tyranny:

- Procopius describes Justinian as a ruthless ruler, accusing him of manipulating laws and institutions
to consolidate power. He portrays him as a tyrant who disregards the welfare of his subjects.

- He highlights instances of Justinian's cruelty, such as the execution of political rivals and the
suppression of dissent.

2. Theodora’'s Influence:

- The empress is depicted as a manipulative figure with considerable power over her husband, often
described in derogatory terms.

- Procopius recounts her early life as a performer in the theater and suggests that her rise to power
was marked by moral compromise.

Allegations of Corruption and Conspiracy

- Procopius claims that the Byzantine court was rife with corruption, with officials engaged in bribery
and embezzlement.

- He details various conspiracies aimed at undermining Justinian’s rule, portraying a court engulfed in
intrigue and treachery.

Style and Tone

Procopius employs a distinctive style in The Secret History, characterized by:

1. Anecdotal Narrative:
- The work is rich in anecdotes that provide vivid illustrations of the court's moral decay.
- Procopius’s use of personal stories adds a layer of intimacy and immediacy to his critiques.

2. Satirical Tone:

- The author often resorts to sarcasm and irony, particularly in his descriptions of Justinian and
Theodora. This satirical approach serves to undermine their legitimacy and authority.

- His biting remarks and hyperbolic assertions evoke a sense of outrage and disbelief regarding the
actions of the imperial couple.



Significance and Legacy

The Secret History has had a profound impact on historical scholarship and the understanding of
Byzantine society.

Historical Importance

1. Primary Source:

- As a contemporary account, The Secret History serves as a crucial primary source for historians
studying the Byzantine Empire, providing insights into the political and social dynamics of the time.
- Procopius’s unique position allows him to provide details often absent from more official accounts.

2. Complex Portrait of Power:

- The work presents a nuanced view of political power, illustrating how personal relationships and
individual ambitions can shape historical outcomes.

- Procopius’s analysis of tyranny and corruption remains relevant to discussions about governance
and ethics in political leadership.

Influence on Later Literature

- Procopius's candid style and critical perspective influenced later historians and writers, establishing
a precedent for more critical historical narratives.

- The blending of history with personal opinion can be seen in various historical works that followed,
encouraging a more complex view of historical figures.

Conclusion

In summary, The Secret History by Procopius is a powerful and provocative work that challenges the
glorified narratives of the Byzantine court. Through his incisive critiques of Justinian and Theodora,
Procopius provides a window into the complexities of power, corruption, and human nature. The text
remains an essential read for those interested in Byzantine history, political philosophy, and the art of
historical writing. Its enduring legacy highlights the importance of questioning historical narratives
and recognizing the multifaceted nature of leadership and authority. As we reflect on Procopius’s
work, we are reminded of the timeless relevance of his observations about the human condition and
the intricacies of political life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Secret History' by Procopius?

'The Secret History' is a historical text written by the Byzantine historian Procopius in the 6th century,
which offers a critical and often scandalous account of the reign of Emperor Justinian I, his wife



Theodora, and their court.

Why is 'The Secret History' considered controversial?

‘The Secret History' is controversial because it presents a starkly negative portrayal of prominent
figures, including Justinian and Theodora, revealing alleged corruption, tyranny, and moral depravity
that contrasts with more official or favorable historical accounts.

What themes are prevalent in Procopius' 'The Secret History'?

Key themes in 'The Secret History' include power and corruption, the nature of tyranny, the role of
women in politics (exemplified by Theodora), and the impact of personal relationships on political
decisions.

How does Procopius' writing style in ‘The Secret History' differ
from his other works?

In 'The Secret History', Procopius adopts a more personal and intimate writing style, using satire and
invective, while his other works, such as 'The Wars of Justinian', are more formal and adhere to the
conventions of classical historiography.

What impact did ‘'The Secret History' have on the perception
of Byzantine history?

‘The Secret History' has significantly influenced the perception of Byzantine history by providing a
counter-narrative that emphasizes the darker aspects of Justinian's reign, prompting historians to re-
evaluate traditional views of this period.

Who were the primary subjects of Procopius' criticisms in 'The
Secret History'?

The primary subjects of Procopius' criticisms in 'The Secret History' are Emperor Justinian I, Empress
Theodora, and their advisors, whom he accuses of various immoral and unethical behaviors.

Why is 'The Secret History' relevant to modern readers?

'The Secret History' remains relevant to modern readers as it explores timeless themes of political
power, the complexities of leadership, and the interplay between public personas and private lives,
making it a valuable study of human nature and governance.
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