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Procopius' Secret History is a fascinating and controversial work that provides a unique insight into
the Byzantine Empire during the reign of Emperor Justinian I and his wife, Empress Theodora. Written
by Procopius, a prominent historian of the time, this text is often overshadowed by his more famous
works, such as the "Wars" and the "Buildings." However, "Secret History" offers a candid, often
scathing portrayal of its subjects, revealing the darker side of the Byzantine court and the political
machinations that characterized this period.

Background of Procopius

Procopius was born around 500 AD in Caesarea, a city in the region of Palestine. He was well-
educated and trained as a lawyer, which provided him with a keen understanding of the political and
legal systems of the time. Procopius served as a secretary to the general Belisarius during the wars
against the Persians and the Vandals, experiences that informed much of his later writings.

His most notable works are:

1. Wars: A detailed account of the military campaigns led by Belisarius.
2. Buildings: A description of the architectural achievements of Justinian.
3. Secret History: A critical, more personal account of the court and its rulers.

The "Secret History" is often considered a counter-narrative to the more official and sanitized
accounts found in his other works.

Structure and Themes of Secret History

Structure

"Secret History" is divided into several sections, each focusing on different aspects of the Byzantine
court, including:

- The character and actions of Emperor Justinian.
- The role of Empress Theodora.
- The moral and ethical failings of various members of the court.
- The impact of their actions on the empire and its people.

The work is written in a straightforward narrative style, which contrasts with the ornate prose often
found in classical literature. This bluntness makes the revelations all the more striking.

Major Themes

1. Corruption and Tyranny: Procopius portrays Justinian as a tyrant whose policies and decisions led to
widespread suffering among the populace. He accuses the emperor of being obsessed with power and
wealth, often at the expense of his subjects.

2. The Role of Theodora: Theodora is depicted as a manipulative and ambitious woman whose
influence over Justinian was profound. Procopius claims she was involved in various immoral activities
and used her position to further her own agenda.



3. Hypocrisy of the Court: The court is shown to be filled with intrigue and betrayal. Procopius
highlights the duplicity of various officials and the lengths to which they would go to maintain their
positions of power.

4. Divine Right and Fate: Procopius often reflects on the idea of divine judgment, suggesting that the
rulers' actions will eventually lead to their downfall.

Key Figures in Secret History

Justinian I

Justinian is the central figure of "Secret History," and Procopius paints a portrait of a man driven by
ambition and paranoia. Some of the key points about Justinian include:

- His desire for absolute power, which led to the oppression of dissent.
- His heavy taxation policies that burdened the populace.
- His military ambitions that, while initially successful, eventually drained the empire's resources.

Theodora

Empress Theodora is portrayed as a complex and controversial figure. Procopius makes several claims
about her, including:

- Her humble beginnings as an actress and her rise to power.
- Her alleged involvement in various scandals and her influence over Justinian's decisions.
- The assertion that she played a significant role in shaping the policies of the empire, particularly
regarding women's rights and social issues.

Belisarius

Though Procopius served under him, he also critiques Belisarius. He describes the general as a man of
great military skill but also as someone who was often manipulated by the court. Procopius suggests
that Belisarius’s successes were overshadowed by political jealousies and intrigues.

Critical Reception and Legacy

"Secret History" was not published during Procopius's lifetime and was likely intended for a select
audience. The work remained largely unknown until rediscovered in the Renaissance, and its
frankness shocked readers accustomed to more reverent writings about emperors.

Impact on Byzantine Studies

The text has become an essential resource for historians studying the Byzantine Empire, particularly
for its insights into the character and motivations of its rulers. It provides a counterpoint to more
traditional historical narratives and highlights the complexities of power dynamics in the Byzantine
court.

Modern Interpretations

In contemporary scholarship, "Secret History" is analyzed not just as a historical document but also as
a work of literature. Scholars explore Procopius's narrative techniques, his use of satire, and the moral



implications of his criticisms.

Conclusion

Procopius's "Secret History" serves as a compelling account of the Byzantine Empire during a time of
significant transformation. Its candid examination of the court, particularly the figures of Justinian and
Theodora, offers a fascinating glimpse into the political and social realities of the time. As historians
continue to explore this work, its importance in understanding the complexities of power, morality,
and the human condition remains undeniable. By highlighting the darker aspects of leadership and
governance, Procopius forces readers to confront the intricacies of history and the legacies that rulers
leave behind.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of Procopius' 'Secret History'?
The 'Secret History' primarily focuses on the reign of the Byzantine Emperor Justinian I and his wife,
Empress Theodora, exposing their personal lives and the political intrigues of their court.

How does Procopius' perspective in 'Secret History' differ
from his other works?
In 'Secret History', Procopius adopts a more critical and cynical tone compared to his other works,
such as 'Wars' and 'Buildings', where he often presents a more favorable view of Justinian's
achievements.

What notable accusations does Procopius make against
Justinian in 'Secret History'?
Procopius accuses Justinian of tyranny, greed, and incompetence, claiming he manipulated events for
personal gain and failed to protect the empire from various threats.

Who is Empress Theodora, and how is she portrayed in 'Secret
History'?
Empress Theodora is portrayed as a manipulative and ambitious figure in 'Secret History', with
Procopius describing her rise from humble beginnings to power and her role in influencing Justinian's
policies.

What is the significance of the term 'Secret History' in relation
to Procopius' intentions?
The term 'Secret History' reflects Procopius' aim to reveal hidden truths and scandals of the imperial
court, contrasting with the public narratives that portrayed Justinian and Theodora positively.



What impact did 'Secret History' have on historical
interpretations of the Byzantine Empire?
'Secret History' has significantly influenced historical interpretations by providing a counter-narrative
to official accounts, highlighting corruption and moral decay within the Byzantine court.

How does Procopius use anecdotes in 'Secret History'?
Procopius uses anecdotes in 'Secret History' to illustrate the moral failings and absurdities of Justinian
and Theodora, often employing satire to emphasize his critiques.

What can modern readers learn from Procopius' 'Secret
History'?
Modern readers can learn about the complexities of power dynamics, the role of propaganda in
politics, and the importance of critical historical perspectives in understanding past rulers and
regimes.
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