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Despite the notoriety attracted by his portrait of the antics of the imperial court 
in his so-called Secret History,1 the historiographical methods and motives of 
Procopius of Caesarea, our main narrative source for the reign of Justinian I 
(527–565 C.E.), remain relatively understudied. This is particularly true of the 
state of research into Procopius’ major work, the Wars, a monumental military 
and political history conceived on the global scale demanded by Justinian’s 
campaigns against Sassanid Persia, Vandal North Africa, and Ostrogothic Italy. 
Although Procopius’ debt to his classical predecessors, and to Thucydides in 
particular, has long been recognized,2 ideas about the nature of Thucydides’ 

                                                        
*I owe a special debt of thanks to Peter Brown, Michael Maas, and Josh Ober for their 

comments on previous versions of this paper, as for much else. Marilyn Skinner and the 
anonymous referees for TAPA offered constructive advice for which I am grateful. 
Portions of this material, some of which is drawn from the second and third chapters of 
my Princeton dissertation (Pazdernik 1997), were presented at the session on “Greek 
Historiography” at the 129th Annual Meeting of the American Philological Association 
in Chicago, where I received valuable feedback. Miriam Aukerman has been a constant 
source of support and perceptive suggestions. 

1I use the following conventions to refer to the works of Procopius: Wars 1–8 ( = Bella 
I–IV, V–VIII, vols. 1–2 in the Teubner edition by Haury and Wirth) is used in preference 
to Persian Wars (i.e., Wars 1–2), Vandal Wars (Wars 3–4), and Gothic Wars (Wars 5–8); 
Anecdota (Historia arcana, vol. 3 in Haury and Wirth; HA in references) is preferred to 
Secret History; Buildings refers to De Aedificiis (vol. 4 in Haury and Wirth; Aed. in 
references). Some controversy remains regarding the chronology of Procopius’ works; 
see, most recently, Greatrex 1994; Evans 1996: 2–5. 

2Procopius’ relationship to Thucydides, centering wholly upon verbal correspondences 
between their works, was the subject of a dissertation by Braun (1885), who later treated 
Herodotus as well (idem 1894; see also Franke [1914] concerning Agathias). Bloom-
field’s translation of Thucydides into English (1829) included among its “very copious 
annotations” citations of parallel passages in ancient authors including Procopius, many 
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influence upon Procopius have been subject to reconsideration and revision over 
time.3 We no longer single Procopius out as a bastion of classical enlightenment 
in an age of monkish superstition, but neither can we dismiss Procopius’ 
investment in the classical historiographical tradition as a transparent literary 
pose. The challenge is to discover a Procopius who is recognizably the product 
of his own age, shaped by the pressures and preoccupations of the sixth century 
C.E., and to understand how a history written under the radically different 
conditions of the fifth century B.C.E. came to have relevance for him and helped 
him to formulate responses to contemporary problems. 

The issue is an important one because, like Thucydides himself, Procopius 
is our key witness to a period of great transition and upheaval, for which he 
supplies a continuous historical narrative conditioned by his own distinctive 
point of view.4 Consideration of his allusions to Thucydides leads one to 
examine Procopius’ broader political and cultural allegiances and the lively 
engagement he demonstrates in all of his works with questions about the 
legitimate uses of power and their role in influencing historical change. By call-
ing attention to the position of lesser parties implicated in conflict and drawing 
striking parallels between their plight and comparable situations in Thucydides, 
Procopius presents himself as a powerful and nuanced critic of Justinian’s 
expansionist policies.5 The work of Procopius’ great predecessor supplied a rich 
conceptual backdrop against which the motivations and objectives of Procopius’ 
own historical characters might be compared and evaluated.  

Indeed, there is independent evidence that Procopius’ audience responded 
to his work in this fashion. An anonymous commentator on the text of 

                                                                                                                            
of which anticipate Braun. Thucydidean influence upon Procopius and its implications 
for the latter’s historical veracity were debated by Brückner (1896) and Haury (1896), 
while classical allusions in the prefaces to Procopius’ works as well as in those of other 
Byzantine historians were the subject of a study by Lieberich (1900); see also Cesa 1981: 
397–98. More recently the work of Katherine Adshead (1983; 1990; 1993) has reopened 
the study of Thucydides’ influence upon late antique historiography; particular 
correspondences between Procopius and Thucydides have been the subject of work by 
Soyter, Bornmann, Cesa 1982, Cameron 1985: 37–43, and Cresci. 

3See Cameron 1985: 33–46, 225–41; eadem 1986; on earlier scholarship, particularly 
that of Rubin (1954; 1960: 173–226), see Cameron 1966. On classicizing historiography 
in late antiquity more generally, see eadem 1964; Cameron and Cameron; Croke and 
Emmett 1983a. 

4Cf. Cameron 1985: 3–4: “as Thucydides does for the Peloponnesian War, or Tacitus 
for the early empire, so Procopius provides the filter through which we must view the 
reign of Justinian.” 

5For a wider-ranging survey of dissident reactions to the regime, see Pazdernik 1994. 
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ditionary force operating in enemy territory. In order to maintain their own 
positions and to advance their larger objectives, both generals turned to 
diplomacy, bolstered by the threat of force, in an attempt to win the support of 
localities, thus detaching them from their allegiance to the enemy. The task 
required a particular sort of charismatic leadership, one capable of maintaining 
discipline over troops serving in unfamiliar conditions, on the one hand, and 
inspiring confidence and trust on the part of the inhabitants, on the other. 
Appearing on the scene as invaders, they nonetheless sought to construct a 
community of interest between themselves and the subjected populations whose 
loyalties they hoped to sway. 

Our scholiast offers powerful independent testimony to a particular habit of 
mind apparent in the sixth century, one which sought to relate contemporary 
events and figures to monuments of the past. Although the passage has been 
exploited as evidence of Procopius’ association with a school of Thucydidean 
studies in sixth-century Gaza,8 its implications for the interpretation of 
Procopius’ portrait of Belisarius, to whom the historian had been attached as his 
assessor and aide-de-camp, have scarcely been explored. Procopius’ Wars, 
which some contemporary readers described simply as a book about Belisarius,9 
is one such attempt at imaginatively reinscribing the past upon the present. 
Procopius invites his reader, as it were, to re-imagine Belisarius as a con-
temporary Brasidas—the latter a beguiling figure, mild and upright in his 
dealings, implacable toward the foe; for whom, however, Thucydides’ admiration 
was tempered by his recognition of a canny opportunism, stemming from 
Brasidas’ failure to match his rhetoric to prevailing contingencies of power. 

Both Brasidas and Belisarius proclaim a campaign of liberation, undertaken 
on behalf of the populations whose cooperation they hope to secure, against 
their opponents, whose rule they characterize as illegitimate and despotic. Each 
meets with success, the one in enrolling the Greek cities of Thrace in a 
panhellenic crusade against Athens, the other in winning the cooperation of the 

                                                        
8On the proposed sixth-century date for the scholion as well as its provenance in Gaza, 

see Luschnat 19; on the scholia produced there, Wilson 30–36. The question of whether 
Procopius studied at Gaza has no bearing on the arguments presented here; I share 
Cameron’s scepticism (1985: 6–7) as to the persuasiveness of the hypothesis. The 
affirmative case has recently been supported by Greatrex (1996, esp. 129–30), revisiting 
Haury (1896: 4–19). Balázs 39–41, drawing upon Braun (1885: 20–21), grasped the 
persuasiveness of the Belisarius-Brasidas parallel. On the Gaza school see also Downey 
1958, esp. 314; idem 1963: 102–13, esp. 112–13; Evans 1972: 31–32; Litsas, esp. 63–66. 

9Evagrius, Historia ecclesiastica 4.12 (Bidez-Parmentier 162). For references to 
comparable descriptions in later authors, see Cameron 1985: 134 n. 3.  
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the auspiciousness of the reign.14 These feats not only vindicated the liberty 
ostensibly lost by the Roman citizens in Africa following the Vandal invasion—
an effect capable of being assimilated with a Roman captive’s right of 
postliminium, thus associating with the emperor the prestige of an emancipator 
and redemptor captivorum15—but also supplied the international stability and 
security that permitted the emperor to turn his attention away from his victorious 
arms and toward the business of responding to the petitions of his subjects. This 
gesture describes a continuous arc seamlessly uniting Justinian’s foreign and do-
mestic policy, making arma and leges equivalent instruments of external and 
internal tranquillity.  

In other legislative contexts Justinian drew upon the emancipation analogy 
and declared the expansion of freedom to be an overriding purpose of his rule 
and an object of special concern.16 Two great acts of reclamation, the recovery of 

                                                        
14Compare CJ 1.27.1.6 (Krüger 1954: 77): quod beneficium dei antecessores nostri 

non meruerunt… (“our predecessors did not deserve this favor of God [i.e., the liberation 
of Africa]”). On Justinian’s criticisms of his imperial predecessors, see Honoré 1978: 22. 

15CJ 1.27.1.1: …ut Africa per nos tam brevi tempore reciperet libertatem, ante centum 
et quinque annos a Vandalis captivata…. (“…as Africa through our efforts has received 
freedom within a short time, after having for one hundred and five years previously been 
held in captivity by the Vandals….”); for the chronology, see Clover 1989: 57. CJ 
1.27.1.5: quo ergo sermone aut quibus operibus dignas deo gratias agere valeamus, quod 
per me, ultimum servum suum, ecclesiae suae iniurias vindicare dignatus est et tantarum 
provinciarum populos a iugo servitutis eripere? (“With what words and with what efforts 
could we give proper thanks to God, who rendered me, the most humble of his servants, 
worthy to avenge the wrongs of his church, and to rescue the people of so many 
provinces from the yoke of servitude?”). Honoré points out (1978: 18 n. 169) that the 
legal basis of the claim was unrigorous. 
   On postliminium, see Inst. 1.12.5 (Krueger 1963: 5) = Gaius, Inst. 1.129: si ab hostibus 
captus fuerit parens, quamvis servus hostium fiat, tamen pendet ius liberorum propter ius 
postliminii: quia hi, qui ab hostibus capti sunt, si reversi fuerint, omnia pristina iura 
recipiunt (“If the head of the family is captured by enemies, although he becomes the 
slave of the enemy, the status of the children is in suspense because of his ius postliminii. 
This is true because those who have been captured by the enemy and come back recover 
all their former rights”). As Wirszubski 3–7 emphasizes, libertas represented above all 
the civil protections conferred by Roman law. On the status of the redemptus, 
significantly modified by Justinian, see Ernst Levy, esp. 171–74. 

16E.g., CJ 7.24.1 pr. (531–534 C.E.; Krüger 1954: 305): cum in nostris temporibus, in 
quibus multos labores pro libertate subiectorum sustinuimus, satis esse impium 
credidimus quasdam mulieres libertate sua fraudari et, quod ab hostium ferocitate contra 
naturalem libertatem inductum est, hoc a libidine nequissimorum hominum inferri, 
Claudianum SC…conquiescere in posterum volumus…. (“Because in our times, in which 
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regime, Belisarius likewise remained an ambivalent figure, exposed like 
Brasidas beyond the home front and removed from the welter of home politics, 
effectively pursuing an independent foreign policy which at some point had to 
be reintegrated into the larger picture. Like Brasidas, Belisarius’ conspicuous 
success had made him an object of suspicion at home. The general was 
denounced to the emperor as plotting to establish for himself a kingdom  
in Libya.51 

The larger aftermath of the Vandal War, moreover, hinted at some of the 
complexities which remained to be resolved in the new order inaugurated by 
Justinian in the West. The durability of the settlement Belisarius achieved in 
Libya with his calls for liberation and his Brasidean melding of justice and 
moderation was placed in jeopardy by the imperial administrators who came 
after him and by Justinian’s insensitivity to the diverse interests to be found 
there. Thucydides remarks of Brasidas that he won such an excellent reputation, 
as a Spartan, that he left behind him the conviction that all the others were just 
like him (Thuc. 4.81.3)—a hope soon disappointed. Possibly the Libyans were 
better informed about what lay in store for them, but to little avail.52 

Procopius emphasizes the fragility of the situation. Even in the flush of 
victory scarcely three months after the expedition departed from Constantinople, 
following his initial rout of the Vandal army at Ad Decimum, the tenth milepost 
out from Carthage, Belisarius had not abandoned his doubts about either the 
discipline of his army or the loyalty of the Carthaginians, whose sympathies for 
the Vandals had yet to be gauged. Having marched to the city unopposed, with 

                                                                                                                            
they really wanted was to recover the prisoners captured on the island and to end  
the war.” 

51Charges which were undoubtedly buoyed by reports that Belisarius had seated 
himself on Gelimer’s throne in Carthage and dined at his table (Wars 3.20.21, 21.1–6). 
Such an offer would actually be tendered by the Goths in Italy (6.29.18–20, 26–28, 
30.25–26); on the negotiations, see Wolfram 349–50 and n. 670. 

52Oppressive measures enforced by imperial treasury officials and persecution of 
members of the Arian faith, comprising a good proportion of the imperial forces in North 
Africa, are cited as contributory factors to the violent mutiny that erupted in Carthage 
while Belisarius was engaged on the Vandal campaign: Wars 4.8.25, 14.8–15; on 
Arianism in Africa see Kaegi 1965. Procopius comments on the scale of the destruction 
caused by Justinian’s western campaigns in both the Wars and the Anecdota. See in 
particular Wars 4.28.52, the concluding sentence of his history of the Vandal War: “and 
so it came to pass that those of the Libyans who survived, few as they were in number 
and exceedingly poor, at last found some peace”; cf. 8.17.22; HA 6.25, 18.3–12. His 
judgment appears to have been excessively harsh: see Pringle 1: 114; Cameron 1989: 
176–78; Modéran. 
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and imaginative shading to his portrait of contemporary events. The cumulative 
effect of these gestures, which are very carefully focused, is not merely to 
cultivate an air of learned antiquarianism, but rather to contextualize events in a 
manner that shapes expectations and colors the reader’s reaction to the unfolding 
of the narrative.81 

Procopius’ skilled handling of these effects, coupled with his consciousness 
of the conventions of genre and the striking self-consciousness that his works 
evince of one another,82 cautions one against the unreflective assumption that 
particular characters in his works serve as spokesmen for the historian’s own 
views83 or that Procopius projected his own sympathies uncritically upon 
specific individuals or causes his work is designed to vindicate. Though 
Thucydides furnished a heroic exemplar for Belisarius’ achievements in the 
figure of Brasidas, Thucydides was also keenly aware of Brasidas’ flaws and 
equivocations. Procopius likewise draws out Belisarius’ limitations, emphasizing 
his selflessness and nobility of character while questioning the ends he pursued. 
Neither account is written in simple admiration of its protagonist; both historians 
attempt, rather, to lead the reader toward an appreciation of the complexity of 
the situation each commander confronted.84 

                                                        
81For comparison, on the involvement of the implied reader in the text of Thucydides, 

see Connor 12–19, whose own reading is indebted to the reception theory of reader-
response criticism elaborated by Wolfgang Iser. Connor’s perspective on Thucydides 
might fittingly be applied to Procopius as well: “ultimately, I believe, the work leads the 
sympathetic reader—ancient or modern—far beyond the views and values it seems 
initially to utilize and affirm” (15). 

82On the cross-references he introduces between his works, see Cameron 1985: 34 n. 
7, 50 n. 12. 

83Contrast, e.g., Bury 2: 424–25. 
84Compare Connor 236. 
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