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The secret history of Procopius is a fascinating exploration of the Byzantine Empire
during the reign of Emperor Justinian I, as documented by the historian Procopius of
Caesarea. This work, known as Anecdota or Secret History, provides a rare glimpse into
the political machinations, corruption, and personal dynamics at play within the imperial
court. It serves as a counterpoint to Procopius’s more formal histories, revealing a world
rife with intrigue and scandal. In this article, we will delve into the life of Procopius, the
context of his writings, the key themes of Secret History, and its lasting impact on
historical scholarship.

Life and Context of Procopius

Born around 500 CE in Caesarea, a city in Palestine, Procopius was educated in the
traditions of rhetoric and law. His early career saw him serving as a legal advisor and
secretary to General Belisarius, one of Justinian's most trusted military commanders. This
position allowed Procopius a front-row seat to the events and decisions that shaped the
Byzantine Empire during this transformative period.



Historical Background

Justinian I ascended to the throne in 527 CE, and his reign is characterized by ambitious
military campaigns aimed at expanding the empire, legal reforms, and extensive public
works, including the construction of the Hagia Sophia. However, beneath this facade of
grandeur lay a complex and often brutal reality, which Procopius sought to unravel.

Procopius’s Writings

Procopius is best known for three major works:

1. The Wars of Justinian - A detailed account of the military campaigns undertaken during
Justinian's reign.

2. The Buildings of Justinian - An overview of the architectural projects initiated under
Justinian, highlighting the emperor's contributions to infrastructure.

3. Secret History - A scathing critique of Justinian, Theodora, and the imperial court,
revealing the darker side of their rule.

While The Wars of Justinian and The Buildings of Justinian portray a more laudatory view
of the emperor, Secret History provides a stark contrast, reflecting Procopius’s personal
observations and disillusionments.

The Themes of Secret History

Secret History is characterized by several key themes, including the nature of power, the
role of women in politics, and the moral decay of the ruling class.

The Nature of Power

In Secret History, Procopius presents a cynical view of power. He explores the
manipulation and deceit that characterize the actions of Justinian and his inner circle.
Notably, Procopius writes about the following:

- Corruption: He highlights the pervasive corruption within the imperial administration,
detailing how officials often prioritized personal gain over the welfare of the empire.

- Deception: Procopius accuses Justinian of using propaganda to cultivate a false image,
masking his ruthless ambitions with a veneer of piety and benevolence.

Procopius's depiction of Justinian challenges the traditional narratives of heroism that
often accompany historical accounts of rulers.



The Role of Women

One of the most intriguing aspects of Secret History is its portrayal of Empress Theodora.
Procopius presents Theodora as a powerful and cunning figure who significantly
influenced her husband's policies. He details her rise from humble beginnings as an
actress to becoming an empress, emphasizing her intelligence and political acumen. Key
points include:

- Manipulation of Power: Procopius suggests that Theodora was instrumental in shaping
the political landscape, influencing decisions that affected the empire.

- Moral Ambiguity: He does not shy away from depicting her past, which includes
scandalous behavior that was taboo for women of her time.

Through Theodora, Procopius examines the complexities of female power in a patriarchal
society, revealing how women could navigate and manipulate their circumstances.

Moral Decay and Scandal

Procopius paints a picture of a court rife with moral decay and scandal. He chronicles
various events and behaviors that illustrate the depravity of Justinian's court, including:

1. Bribery and Greed: Officials are frequently depicted engaging in bribery, demonstrating
a lack of integrity.

2. Excess and Indulgence: Procopius describes lavish banquets and indulgence among the
elite, contrasting sharply with the struggles of the common people.

3. Violence and Repression: The emperor’s use of violence against dissenters is
highlighted, portraying a regime willing to eradicate opposition through ruthless means.

These depictions serve to underscore the notion that the ruling elite were disconnected
from the realities faced by the populace.

The Impact of Secret History

The significance of Secret History extends beyond its immediate context. It has influenced
both contemporary and later historians in several ways.

Revising Historical Narratives

Procopius’s candid revelations challenge the glorified histories often associated with
emperors. By presenting an alternative perspective, he encourages modern historians to
approach historical figures with a critical eye. His work serves as a reminder that history
is often written by the victors and that alternative narratives exist.



Influence on Later Historiography

The literary style and structure of Secret History have inspired countless historians and
writers. Procopius’s blend of historical narrative and personal commentary laid the
groundwork for future historians to incorporate personal perspective into their works. His
approach invites readers to consider the motivations behind historical events and the
complexity of human behavior.

Contemporary Relevance

In today’s world, the themes explored in Secret History remain relevant. Issues of
corruption, the role of women in politics, and the moral responsibilities of leaders continue
to resonate. Procopius’s examination of power dynamics offers valuable insights into
contemporary political landscapes.

Conclusion

The Secret History of Procopius stands as a compelling testament to the intricacies of
power and the darker aspects of human nature within the Byzantine Empire. Through his
sharp observations and candid reflections, Procopius unearths the secrets of a court that
was as fascinating as it was treacherous. His work not only provides a critical lens through
which to view the past but also serves as a reminder of the complexities that define human
governance and the moral obligations of those in power. In exploring this secret history,
we gain a deeper understanding of the forces that shape our world, both then and now.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Procopius and why is he significant in
historical studies?

Procopius was a Byzantine historian of the 6th century, known for his works detailing the
reign of Emperor Justinian I and the Byzantine Empire. His writings provide valuable
insights into the politics, society, and military affairs of the time, making him a crucial
source for understanding this period.

What is the main focus of Procopius's work 'The Secret
History'?

'The Secret History' focuses on the darker aspects of the reign of Justinian I, the Empress
Theodora, and their court. It reveals scandalous details and criticism of their rule,
contrasting sharply with his other work, 'The Wars of Justinian', which is more formal and
laudatory.



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

'‘The Secret History' is characterized by its candid and often vicious critiques of the ruling
elite, while Procopius's other works, such as 'The Wars of Justinian', tend to adopt a more
conventional, respectful narrative style. This duality raises questions about the reliability
and motivations behind his writings.

What are some key themes explored in 'The Secret
History'?

Key themes in 'The Secret History' include corruption, tyranny, the abuse of power, and
the moral decay of the imperial court. Procopius exposes the hypocrisy of the ruling class
and the impact of their actions on society.

Why did Procopius choose to write 'The Secret History'
anonymously?

Procopius likely chose to write 'The Secret History' anonymously to protect himself from
potential repercussions from the powerful figures he criticized, particularly Justinian and
Theodora. The anonymity allowed him to speak more freely about the truth of their rule.

What impact did 'The Secret History' have on later
historical narratives?

‘The Secret History' has had a significant impact on later historical narratives by
introducing a critical perspective on power and governance. Its candid nature influenced
both contemporary and future historians to consider the complexities of political
leadership and the realities behind the facade of authority.

How has 'The Secret History' been received by modern
historians?

Modern historians often regard 'The Secret History' as a crucial primary source for
understanding Byzantine history. Its controversial content has sparked debates about
objectivity, bias, and the nature of historical truth, leading to a more nuanced
understanding of Procopius as a historian.

What are some notable anecdotes from 'The Secret
History'?

Notable anecdotes from 'The Secret History' include Procopius's descriptions of
Theodora's rise to power from humble beginnings and the portrayal of Justinian as a tyrant
whose policies led to widespread suffering. These stories highlight the dramatic contrasts
in their characters and the complexities of their rule.

In what ways has 'The Secret History' influenced



popular culture?

‘The Secret History' has influenced popular culture through its themes of intrigue and
scandal, inspiring literature, films, and television series that explore the dynamics of
power and betrayal within historical contexts, often drawing parallels to contemporary
political narratives.
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