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ABSTRACT

The three works of Procopius of Caesarea, the History of the Wars, the
Buildings and the Secret History, form a corpus which can be profitably studied as a
whole. My thesis is a typology of the visual in Procopius’ corpus, which is embedded
in a study of narrative technique. It concerns itself with the representation of material
reality and the complex relationship between materiality and the text. It utilises the
digressive and the descriptive as an indirect entry point to expose Procopius’ literary
finesse and his use of poikilia.

In the first half of this thesis, the main object of my study is the
representation of the material world in Procopius. The first chapter is devoted to the
first book of the Buildings as it depicts the city of Constantinople. The second
chapter moves to the representation of space and the third chapter to that of objects
of all sizes and kinds. From these three different angles, I demonstrate how the visual
is deeply charged with both ideological and meta-textual intentions.

The second half of the thesis goes beyond materiality to examine what I
discuss as the imaginaire of Procopius. The fourth chapter examines the way
violence is depicted in a material and spectacular manner as well as its meta-textual
implications, and the fifth and final chapter addresses the omnipresence of the
supernatural in the corpus as well as Procopius’ self-representation as narrator and
character.

While preoccupied to some extent with ideological and political concerns,
this thesis is first and foremost centred on the text itself and how its relationship to
the description of material culture throws light on a crucial author on the cusp
between the classical and the medieval imaginaire, one of the most significant

authors in Byzantine literary culture.
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

This thesis is primarily a study of materiality in the three works of Procopius of
Caesarea; the History of the Wars, the Buildings and the Secret History. It relies on
close scrutiny of the Greek text, and endeavours to show its richness of texture. The
literature of the late antique and early Byzantine period has, in my opinion, not yet
received enough attention. This appears somewhat paradoxical as the period itself has
been a very dynamic area of scholarship, particularly since the publication of Peter
Brown’s World of Late Antiquity'. However, the types of approaches to the period —
and its literature — have been mainly historical, archaeological and theological.
Thankfully there has seemed to be a recent growth of interest in the literary and
rhetorical qualities of prose authors belonging to this later period, and my thesis aims
to contribute to this movement. A good example for this is the scholarship on
Ammianus Marcellinus, which has embraced more literary readings of his work?, and

one can only hope that the same will happen for Procopius.

Issues of biography
Before addressing the problem of Procopian scholarship, it is necessary to

mention what we know about Procopius himself — which is, not very much. Most of

! Brown (1971).

* This progression towards a more literary and nuanced reading of Ammianus is obvious between
Matthews (1989) and Barnes (1998). Another ten years saw Kelly (2008), which examines allusive
techniques in order to demonstrate the subtlety of Ammianus’ writing.
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what we know about his life is extracted from his works, and very little from external
sources. Procopius was probably born around the year 500 C.E., and came from
Caesarea in Palestine’. As for his family background, it is mostly unknown to us.
Evans discusses the possibility that his father was Procopius of Edessa, a governor of
Palestine to whom Procopius refers in the Buildings®, particularly as he held that
position at the time of the writer’s birth. Another possible father, according to Greatrex,
is Stephanus, another resident of Caesarea and governor of Palestina Prima’. As far as
his mother, siblings and the rest of his family are concerned, there is nothing in his text
or other sources which could support further speculation. Another theory may be
mentioned in passing, that of Treadgold, who imagines that Procopius was unhappily
married, a conjecture based on some comments of the author about women and wives,
and his famous claim at the beginning of the Secret History that he could not trust
anyone, even very close relatives’.

As far as his social class is concerned, and again these are just hypotheses and
extrapolations from his work, there are two different positions. The first and most
commonly accepted is to see Procopius as a member of the land-owning elite, basing
this assumption on the fact that he must have received an excellent traditional
education in order to write in his painstakingly classical Attic Greek, indicating his
family could afford it, and secondly his apparent sympathy for the land-owning class in

the Secret History, appearing to indicate his belonging to this class. Sarris even goes as

* Wars 1.1.1, Secret History xi.25.

* Evans (1972) 30, Buildings V .vii.14.

3 Greatrex (1996).

6 Treadgold (2007), 188, Secret History xvii.24-26 on adulterous wives, 1.2 on distrusting his relatives.
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far as to say he must have been a senator’. Howard-Johnston comes, quite
provocatively, to the opposite position (mainly on the basis of Procopius’ mention of a
merchant friend whom he met coincidentally in Syracuse and from his interest in
economic matters, as evident particularly in the second half of the Secret History) that
his family belonged to the merchant class.®

His education is perhaps of more interest to this study. Indeed, the literature
Procopius studied, as well as his rhetorical and legal training, is very likely to have had
an impact on his writing. One can assume that he received the typical education that
was to be expected in the eastern part of the Roman Empire’. Without going into a very
detailed description of this education, it would have entailed reading classical Greek
authors and practising writing in Attic Greek, as well as the use of rhetorical
handbooks, and flexing his rhetorical muscles by the means of various rhetorical
exercises and the composition and delivery of speeches'’. The question of Procopius’
reading is closely connected to that of his education, although it is safe to assume that
his reading is not limited to that which occurred in school. The main classical authors
read in schools at the time were Homer, Euripides, Menander and Demosthenes. Other
authors studied included Aristophanes, Pindar, Sophocles, Callimachus, Aeschylus,
Thucydides, Hesiod and Isocrates. A way to investigate the breadth of Procopius’

reading is through his quotations of ancient authors, although quoting does not

7 Sarris (2006), 5-7. This theory is interesting if one thinks about the fascinatingly dual picture Procopius
gives of the Senate; in the Buildings 1.x.18, the senators are blooming with joy on a mosaic, and in the
Secret History xiv.8, they are sitting as in a picture, devoid of any power.

¥ Howard-Johnston (2000), 23; his argument for Procopius’ being of the merchant class relies on an
anecdote where the author meets a merchant friend in Wars I11.xiv.7.

? An excellent overview of education in Antiquity remains Marrou (1948). For a study of education in
Hellenistic and Roman Egypt, see Cribiore (2001), and for an in depth study of the school of Libanius,
Cribiore (2007). Of a related interest is also Johnson (2010), which exposes the culture of reading in the
elite of 2nd Century imperial Rome.

' This is particularly important for Chapter 1, which is centred on ekphrases where I will go into further
details on the Progymnasmata.

10
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necessarily mean he has read the author in question extensively (and, on the other hand,
it should not be concluded that because he does not quote some authors he has not read
them). The classical authors that he quotes, or to whom he refers or alludes, include
Homer, Pindar, Aristophanes, Aeschylus, Plato, Xenophon, Herodotus and Arrian'".
Compared to other historians of his period such as John the Lydian and John Malalas,
Procopius appears to use fewer direct references to classical authors. But there is little
doubt he was well read and had an intimate knowledge of many ancient texts,
particularly in order to write such a classicizing history. An interesting question
regarding his literary background is whether he knew Latin and read Latin authors.
This is difficult to prove but I would be inclined to think he did'*.

His profession and expertise are another source of controversy in Procopian
scholarship. The main fact on which there is strong agreement and which is fairly well
attested is that Procopius joined Belisarius as his assessor in 527'°. He remained at his
side, with some breaks in Constantinople, potentially until 542, and was a witness to
the events on all three fronts which he narrates in his History of the Wars, in the East,
in Africa and Italy. His expertise however is more contentious. On the one hand, some
evidence points towards him having had some training in law'*. Many sources refer to

him as a rhetor: Agathias, Evagrius and the Suda'”. The amount of discussion of legal

YHomer: Wars 1i.6-17, I.xii.21, V.xi.2, V.xi.4, V.viii.l, Secret History xii.14, ix.24, Buildings 1.ii.10,
Buildings IV.vii.3. Pindar: Wars VII1.xvi.27, Buildings 1.i.19. Aristophanes: Wars 11.iii.43, VIIL.vii.11,
Secret History 1.13, ix.50, xiii.3, xiii.1 1, xiv.11, xvi.7, xviii.29, xx.22. Aeschylus: Wars VIIL.vi.15. Plato:
Wars V.iii.1, V.vi.10, Secret History xiii.10, xiii.1 1, xx.22, Buildings 1.1.22, V.viii.4. See Kaldellis (2004)
for more on Platonic intertextuality. Xenophon: Wars 1.iv.17, IV.xvi.12-25, Buildings 1.i.13, IV i.16.
Also, see Pazdernik (2006) for parallels between Pharnabazus and Belisarius. Herodotus: Wars
VIIL.vi.12, VIIL.vi.14. Arrian : Wars 1V.xiv.48

"2 In chapter 2, T will discuss his interest in etymology and other languages, with examples of Latin
etymologies he provides for his readers. In support of Procopius knowing some Latin, see Treadgold
(2007), 177. Against it, see Bérm (2007), 47.

" Wars 1xii.24.

" In favour of this, see Greatrex (2001).

!> Agathias proem. 22, Evagrius Church History iv.12, iv.19, v.24, Suda I1.2479.

11
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issues in the second half of the Secret History, and his apparent ease with Latin, may
also indicate some legal training. On the other hand, Howard-Johnston argues, based
on Procopius’ obvious interest in matters of engineering and architecture, that he
possesses a technical expertise, and that he worked alongside Belisarius in this
capacity. Lastly, there is a mention in John of Nikiu of a Procopius who was both a
patrician and prefect and whose work was renowned'®.

Furthermore, in Malalas and Theophanes, a certain Procopius is prefect of
Constantinople in 562", It would be intriguing if this were the same Procopius as this
was the year when Belisarius was arrested for conspiracy. But there is not much in
support of this, particularly as Procopius was a common name at the time, especially in
Palestine. Finally it is his literary career that is of greatest interest, and in this case there
is also some debate, particularly regarding dates. The first of his works to have been
published are books 1-7 of the History of the Wars, probably in 550 or 551. This is
perhaps the least contested issue in the dating of his works'®. The eighth book belongs
to either 553/554 or 557'°. The dating of the Secret History is particularly contentious,
and the problem is focussed on a statement of Procopius saying that at the time of
writing Justinian had been emperor for thirty-two years®” but it is not clear whether he
meant to start Justinian’s reign when he came to power in 527 or from the beginning of
Justin’s reign. Most scholars have agreed on the latter, and therefore dated the Secret

History to 550 or 551, but Croke recently argued for a later dating of 558 or 559,

' John of Nikiu 92.20.

7 Malalas, xviii.141, Theophanes, Chronicles. p238 de Boor (1965).

'8 See Rubin (1957), 354, Cameron (1985), 9, Evans (1996), 301, Treadgold (2007), 189.

¥ For 553/554, see Rubin (1957), 354, Greatrex (2003), 55-56, Treadgold (2007), 189-190. For 557, see
Evans (1996), 312.

20 Secret History xxiv.29.

?! For the earlier date, see Rubin (1957), 356, Cameron (1985), 8-9, Treadgold (2007), 187. For the later,
see Croke (2005) — Scott (1987) had also argued for the later date.

12
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Kaldellis then refuted his whole argument very aptly**. The date of the Buildings is no
less contested, and the choice is between an early date of 554 and a later one of 560%.
Once more there are arguments in favour of both dates, and it should be noted that
some of those in favour of the earlier one are centred on omissions in Procopius’
narrative; but one might counter that these omissions are deliberate. It is also worth
mentioning while discussing Procopius’ literary career that he mentioned the project of
writing an ecclesiastical history, but since there is no evidence that he did so, we can

only speculate about this work™".

Procopian scholarship

As this introduction has highlighted so far, there is an ample scholarship on
biographical issues regarding Procopius, particularly to do with dating®. It says a lot
about Procopian scholarship that so much has been said about his life, considering we
know so little about it. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to write up a complete
history of the scholarship on Procopius but in order to situate my study in its context a

brief overview is required. In terms of texts, without going into too many details, the

*? Kaldellis (2009). He argues that the 32 years is the period Procopius himself refers to as when Justinian
was “administering the state” and then when he was “holding sole imperial command”. This is further
clarified by the fact many of the factional episodes appear to have happened during Justin’s reign.
Furthermore, Kaldellis argues that there are no episodes in the Secret History that can be positively
proved to have happened after 550, whereas there are many places where, had Procopius been writing
after 550, he ought to have mentioned further developments (for example with Peter Barsymes’ return to
the praetorian prefect’s office). It also would not have made sense for Procopius to state that Justinian had
never given a general cancellation of tax arrears when he did do so in 553 (Secret History xxiii.1).

2 For the earlier date, see Cameron (1985), 9, Greatrex (1994), 107-113, Croke (2005), 424-430,
Treadgold (2007), 190-191. For the later, see Whitby (1985), Evans (1996), 303-306, Roques (2000), 43.
** Mentioned in Secret History 1.14, XI.33, xxvi.18. For speculations on the nature of this work, see
Kaldellis (2009), 606-615.

T have had to be selective in terms of how much I included in the footnotes regarding this issue, and
they are by no means exhaustive.

13
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edition of the text used by most is Haury, the edition followed by Dewing’s Loeb*’. As
far as general overviews of Procopius and his work are concerned, Dahn and Haury in
the nineteenth century are crucial, as well as Rubin in the middle of the twentieth
century >’ In English, there is the short survey by Evans, but the work which lays the
foundation for a different approach to Procopius is Cameron’s book which proposed a
more complete vision of his work as a whole and warned against the dangers of using
him as the main evidence for his period without considering the fact that his text was a
work of literature **. Other general studies of Procopius include ones embedded within
surveys of several historians in his period, such as Brodka and Treadgold, and those
which are part of surveys of literature in the Justinianic period, such as Flusin and
Rapng.

One area of Procopian scholarship, which is particularly abundant, is that of
military historiography. Many articles have been written on the subject; both Greatrex
and Whitby have produced a plethora on these issues’. An interesting article viewing
Procopius as an excellent military historian was written by Kaegi’'. Other scholars
have also written focusing on a particular theatre of the Wars, such as the East in Borm
and Italy in Kouroumali*’. Other recent works have included a study of artillery as a
classicising device in Procopius and Ammianus, and a survey of the description of
battles by Whately™. The other area of Procopian scholarship that has also been very
productive recently is the archaeological approach, which uses his text in conjunction

with archaeological evidence. An example of this is the volume of Antiquité Tardive

*® Haury (1905-1913). Dewing (1914-1940).

" Dahn (1865). Haury (1891). Rubin (1957).

8 Evans (1972). Cameron (1985).

** Brodka (2004). Treadgold (2007). Flusin (2004). Rapp (2005).

3% See for example Greatrex (1995), (1998) and (2007), Whitby (1986), (1989), (1994) and (1995).
1 Kaegi (1990).

32 Bérm (2007). Kouroumali (2006).

3 Kelso (2003). Whately (2009).

14
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devoted to the study of Procopius’ Buildings: the second half, entitled “les réalités”, is
made up of articles of this type®.

To return to more literary approaches, some of them have concerned themselves
with Procopius’ literary ancestry and the issue of intertextuality in his works.
Pazdernik, for example, has written about Procopius’ relationship with Thucydides, as
well as on parallels between him and Xenophon. The issue of Thucydidean imitation is
another much visited fopos of Procopian scholarship™.

One approach that stands alone is that of Kaldellis, who examines closely the Platonic
references in Procopius’ work. Kaldellis’ book is unique not only in this but also in the
general picture it paints of the author as a non-Christian and the worthy heir of
Thucydides in terms of his thinking on political theory°.

Finally, the part of Procopian scholarship that I hope this study will
complement the most is that which looks at the rhetorical aspects of his work closely.
This approach has been limited somewhat to the Buildings because of its panegyrical

3
nature 7.

Aims, method and outline
This thesis is first and foremost a literary reading of Procopius’ whole work.
My first aim has been to pay close attention to its language and the texture of the text,

as it appeared that a good portion of scholarship neglects the Greek in its pursuit of the

** See Feissel, Gregory, Belke, Palmer, Ulbert, Tsafrir, Grossmann and Reynolds, all (2000).

3% Pazdernik (1997) and (2000) on Thucydidean intertextuality, and (2006) for Xenophon. See also
Adshead (1990) for more on classicising, and Kouroumali (2006).

3% Kaldellis (2004), as well as articles on more specific issues, such as his relationship to John Lydus
(2004)b and a study of the structure of the Persian war narrative (2010).

*" In the volume of Antiquité Tardive previously mentioned, see both Mary and Michael Whitby’s
articles, as well as Webb. See also Elsner (2007).

15
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socio-political context. In terms of finding an angle for this reading, I found it
interesting, as well as being something which had not been done extensively in
previous scholarship, to examine the relationship of Procopius’ s writing with the idea
of materiality, since the material as a theme concerns Procopius very much; what is
more, there is a material “feel” to his text. A word of warning, however: this way of
engaging with materiality is from the point of view of the text only (I am not an
archaeologist, an art historian or an anthropologist). The problems of visuality and the
use of the descriptive and digressive within Procopius’ narrative are a main concern
here. I have found scholarship on the ancient novels particularly useful, predominantly
two books which deal with ekphrases in the novels; those of Bartsch and Morales™.
As far as the novel is concerned, I found it striking that the relationship of Procopius
with authors closer to him in time such as the authors of these novels (particularly
Heliodorus and Achilles Tatius), as well as masters of rhetorical play like Lucian,
Philostratus and Aelius Aristides, or Libanius, has mostly been ignored, as if
Procopius’s relationship with authors of classical antiquity like Thucydides or
Xenophon could be examined without taking into account the hundreds of years of
literature between them. I found approaches to later literature like Johnson’s book on
the Life and miracles of Thekla®®, which considers that text within the uninterrupted
history of paradoxographic literature, whether religious or secular, very fruitful ones.
So much has been said on the classicising aspects of Procopius, but instead of looking
at his work in a direct relationship with classical texts, I have thought it necessary to

see this relationship as taking into account the literature which happened between the

%% Bartsch (1989), Morales (2004).
3% Johnson (2006).

16
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classical and Byzantine period, and to see Procopius as part of a dynamic and ever-
evolving literary tradition, rather than painting him as an antiquarian historian.

I should also clarify the fact that this thesis has no interest in Procopius the
historical character or the “real” person. What matters here is Procopius as a literary
entity; a construct and product of his own narratives. It is not so much that I model my
approach on modern literary theory claiming the “death of the author”, but rather that
instead of focussing on mining biographical nuggets from the text, my interest is in
seeing the way he has represented himself as author — as well as narrator and
occasionally even character™. This thesis is not focussed on Procopius himself but on
his books and what they achieve aesthetically and artistically (and I will therefore not
concern myself with his political or religious agenda).

While considering Procopius the author as a rhetorical and literary creation, |
will try to think from a different standpoint from previous Procopian scholarship
regarding issues like his educational background, his expertise or interests, and instead
of being preoccupied for example with what books he has actually read, examine
instead what he chooses to appear to have read, and this obviously will be particularly
salient when touching the construction of technical material in his work and what it
means for his literary persona. To go even further than Procopius himself, this
approach extends to his representation of the world of Justinianic Byzantium, I shall
aim to study everything from historical characters to monuments, rivers and objects as
literary constructs, and as rhetorically-determined fictions. While I am aware that none
of his works technically belong to the novelistic genre, or other genres considered as

“pure” fiction (if there is such a thing), I will take as one of my main strategies to try

* Barthes (1984) 63-69 (originally published in 1967), as well as Foucault (1969).

17
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and limit my discussion of historical, political, social and economical realities to cases
where it will appear relevant in order to appreciate Procopius’s text in terms of its
literary quality — rather than solely his faithfulness to a “reality” attested by other
sources, literary and documentary or archaeological evidence, something which has
already been done to the extreme. Of course the topics of reality and realism are
unavoidable while dealing with Procopius, particularly when dealing with issues of
materiality. Materiality, as a trope in his works, seems to achieve an effect of giving the
text a density of texture and a power of evoking a world as represented physically. By
bringing his story before the reader’s eyes, Procopius gives his whole text an ekphrastic
quality. Perhaps it is then no wonder that his vision of Justinian, Theodora, Belisarius,
and sixth-century Constantinople seem to have been burned indelibly into the retinas of
countless generations of historians and continues to be quoted and reused
indiscriminately on all things Justinianic, even after many works of scholarship have
exposed his less than reliable qualities. I hope that this thesis might show how the
imaginaire of Procopius has shaped our vision of sixth century Byzantium drastically,
in the same way one cannot think of the Trojan War without seeing it through Homer’s
text or the Peloponnesian War through Thucydides’. And I would like to think that one
of the reasons for this is the material quality of his text and the sense of vividness (or
enargeia). To be more specific, the emphasis on visuality*' touches Procopius’s text on
various levels; it is not only a quality of his set-pieces but imbues the whole text with
an evocative visuality underpinned by representations of the act of viewing and an

emphasis on the audience’s reactions and emotions — such as wonder. Two scholars

* Visuality in Antiquity is a rich subject and its bibliography is large and ever-growing. See Elsner
(1995) on art and Roman viewers, Frontisi-Ducroux (1994) on Greek art and visuality, Goldhill (1994) on
the Hellenistic viewer and (1996) on changes in viewing cultures from the classical period to the Second
Sophistic, and Simon (1988) on the ancients and optics. More specifically on the gaze, see Bryson (1994),
Elsner (1996), Frontisi-Ducroux (1996), Goldhill (1998) and all the essays in Fredrick (2002).

18
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have argued for a similar phenomenon of ekphrastic vividness bolstering a whole text
as opposed to remaining within the confine of specific set descriptions; one of Ovid*,
the other of Heliodorus®. When Whitmarsh claims that ‘the broader definition of
ekphrasis raises the possibility of a broader contagion for this ontological anxiety and
play, which may infect all descriptions’*, I think this applies very well to Procopius,
not only in his descriptions, but in all of his narrative, as well as his style.

Because of my focus on materiality, I found Michael Roberts’ book on what he
refers to as the jewelled style very useful, although the texts studied were Latin poems
by authors such as Ausonius or Sidonius, as I found many of the characteristics of this
style, for example its density of texture, its use of poikilia/varietas and colours, can be
found in Procopius®. And while Roberts’ focus was on poetry, he believed that prose
authors like Ammianus could have been included in his study. While Procopius is a
prose writer, I hope to demonstrate that his prose is rhetorically crafted, and that the
construction of his text and of his sentences has a material and architectural feel, which
is very sophisticated. I have been especially concerned with aesthetics, and while this
jewelled and perhaps over-wrought aesthetic can be seen to be particular to the late
antique period, as I have just argued with the comparison to later Latin poets, there is
also a trans-historical aspect to it. For example, the use of enumeration and the aspects
of cataloguing, could be seen to fit into a general aesthetic of listing, which Eco has
seen as reflected both in literature and the visual arts from Antiquity to our times*®. The

abundance of technical descriptions and their intensely descriptive quality is a literary

** Hardie (2002), particularly chapter 5 and 6 dealing with Narcissus and Pygmalion, and the illusionist
aesthetic predominant in ancient art criticism.

* Whitmarsh (2002).

* Idem, 112.

> Roberts (1989).

% Eco (2009). Also see Foucault on the organisation of information in classical and modern episteme
(1966).
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device which fits into Procopius’ agenda, but could be said to work similarly in the
texts of French writers of the twentieth century like Zola or Verne. Comparing
Procopius to modern novelists might seem a bit far-fetched, but the point here is to
recognise the need for scholarship on Byzantine historiography to engage with the texts
as literature, and stop reading the texts solely as sources, picking apart what is attested
or not. This need to engage history as literature has been addressed by a volume edited
by Ruth Macrides, which offers some very fruitful approaches to Byzantine historians,
envisaging the texts on their own terms, as opposed to positivist approaches *’. My
thesis proposes to treat Procopius as literature. Whether his text belongs to what we
think of as high or low literature, or somewhere in the middle, is not a judgment I will
be making. The first objective of this thesis will be to discuss the material aspects of
Procopius’ prose, and the second will be to go beyond the material and access
Procopius’ corpus from a new angle, that of his imaginaire. Jacques Le Goff, in his
work on the medieval imaginaire, defined his work as a study of mental images as
opposed to the study of real, material images, which would be iconography*®. T am
interested in exploring the powerful literary images in Procopius, which have
conditioned the way we now envision Byzantium in the reign of Justinian. In a similar
way to that in which Jamie Masters articulated his re-evaluation of Lucan around the
striking images in his text, I hope that my study of Procopius’ lexicon of images will
contribute to opening up a new approach his work™®.

In the first three chapters that make up the body of this thesis, I will envisage
materiality in Procopius’ corpus in relation to three different categories. The first

chapter will deal solely with book I of the Buildings in order to see how the ekphrasis

*" Macrides (2010).
* Le Goff (1985), iv.
* Masters (1992).
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of Constantinople is constructed and composed of descriptions on various scales and of
a varied nature. I will discuss the use of poikilia and the concept of aesthetic aporia
and start posing the question of the function of materiality within Procopius’ literary
agenda. The second chapter will look at the construction of space in the text, both in
the way geography is dealt with, and the way the text itself represents issues of
spatiality, as well as the use of landscapes as more than just settings for the narrative,
but expressive in themselves. The third chapter is devoted to the study of objects in
Procopius’ text, looking again at how their descriptions are constructed, particularly
regarding the issue of technicality as a rhetorical pose, as well as dealing with objects
as icons charged with meaning. The second part of my thesis will attempt to move
beyond the representation of material reality in order to deal with more abstract issues.
The fourth chapter will approach the topic of violence in Procopius’ text, and again it
will be apparent that violence is a concept expressed in material and visual terms. I will
show amongst other things the spectacular aspects of its representation. It can also be
said that the representation of bodily violence, such as mutilation, is a reflection on the
integrity of the text itself. Finally, my fifth chapter looks at the paradoxical, which
enables us to examine Procopius’ play on the ideas of credibility and verisimilitude,
and presents not only many examples of his strong narrative persona, but also
representations of him as a character. The great variety of images represented by
fabulous tales, omens and dreams, genuinely exposes the richness of the literary texture

of his work and its evocative power.
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CHAPTER 1

THE BUILDINGS OF CONSTANTINOPLE: MONUMENTAL

EKPHRASIS OF A CAPITAL

It might seem counter-intuitive to open this thesis with a study of the Buildings.
Indeed, this work has often been regarded as marginal in Procopius’ corpus and its
intertextuality with his other two works less fruitful for scholars than that between the
Wars and the Secret History. The latter two have appeared to form their own corpus
somehow. As Treadgold put it: “In the broadest sense, all of Procopius’ histories form a
single great work, because the Secret History is cast as a supplement to the Wars and

230 Because of its nature as an

the Buildings cannot really be considered a history
imperial panegyric, it has been accused of insincerity”'. The crux of the problem

appears to be the difficulty of an ideological reconciliation between a work of classical
history, an invective, and a panegyric. Which is why the Wars and Secret History have
appeared to form an ideal balance, the latter building up on the elements of criticism
already present in the first. This balance would then be ruined by the apparent flattery of
the emperor in the Buildings, particularly as it uses identical themes and language to

that used while Procopius criticized him in the other two works>>. However, to begin

with questions of genre, at least in terms of the classical theory of genre, it appears that

Procopius considered all his three works to be histories. In the preface of the Buildings,

% Treadgold (2007), 213.

> Kaldellis (2004), 51, 56-58. For references to previous scholars who share this opinion, see ibid. 51
n.111.

>2 For an excellent review of some of the themes of the Secret History reversed in the Buildings, see ibid.
45-61.
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the author introduces the work in a manner which would fit perfectly a classicizing
work of history:

alAa wot moAdaxig Evvoia 'yé'yova/ omoTWY TE KAl my)u')fa)v ayaIQy aitioy fm'ogfa ng

ﬂo)LeW 7//1/5(79@1 elwde, mgamsy,noum TE els Toug EMIYOVOUS TWY ﬂgOV&TEV’WLEV&)V Y

//,wymyv, xal avrayoviGouivy TQ Keovw roveaia moeicdal daTeouive Ta

TOAYUATE. .

This work fulfils one of the aims of historiography: recording deeds that might
otherwise be forgotten, in this instance, the buildings of Justinian.

The first book of the Buildings offers the perfect gateway into Procopius’ work
and into the first part of this thesis which deals with the material world because it
concerns itself solely with material history, as it depicts Constantinople both in terms of
the imprint the imperial constructions have left on the landscape, but also in terms of its
natural landscape. It allows us to begin scrutinising the treatment of materiality in
Procopius’ work, and to start questioning this omnipresent concern for the material in
his corpus by looking at a place where it is in its most potent concentration. In terms of
narrative texture, materiality enables us to look at the status of digressions and their
relationship to the more traditional passages of straightforward narrative and the general
plot. In the case of this work, the descriptions of buildings and landscapes, which would
usually be digressive and interrupt the plot, end up being the central plot and argument,
and the narrative passages appear digressive in their interruption of this agenda of the
material. One could go as far as to say Buildings | appears to be a monumental
ekphrasis of Constantinople, itself made up of a multitude of smaller ekphraseis.

Furthermore, not only does Buildings 1 present a high concentration of Procopian

idiosyncrasies, which will be encountered repeatedly and examined from various angles

>3 Yet the thought has many times occurred to me, how many and how great are the benefits which are
wont to accrue to states through history, which transmits to future generations the memory of those who
have gone before, and resists the steady effort of time to bury events in oblivion. All translations of
Procopius are adapted from Dewing (1940).
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throughout this thesis, such as the pose of technical expertise, a concern for aesthetics, a
style marked by exaggeration and enumeration, metaphors drawing parallels between
nature and art or technique, but it also erects a glorious frontispiece to his work. As he
himself puts it in the introduction, quoting Pindar, ‘At the beginning of our work we
must place a far-shining front>*. This is how he explains his decision to start with
Byzantium, as he refers to Constantinople™, setting up his panegyric of the buildings of
Justinian by putting the capital of the Empire front and centre. The Constantinopolitan
setting also implies strong ties to the Secret History, whose main stage happens to be
the capital of the Empire, as opposed to the Wars which are set at its periphery.
Another reason to look at Buildings 1 on its own, apart from the unity it
possesses due to its setting, is that it is a highly structured and rather finished product,
as opposed to the whole work itself which appears not to have been finished. Like
Justinian in this panegyric, Procopius is an architect who constructs literary discourse
with skilful rhetorical craftsmanship. He plays with different types of ekphraseis, on
different scales of description, from a single column to the overall geographical
appearance of the city, in order to construct a picture simultaneously of the city of
Constantinople and its buildings, and also the emperor who lies behind them as builder.
On an ideological level, the depiction of the capital of the Empire may be seen as a
paradigm of the ideal capital within the panegyric that presents Justinian himself as a
paradigm of the ideal sovereign through his buildings. This text also provides some
leads in articulating Procopius’s conception of himself in the history of classical and

post-classical literature, placing him at a crossroads between multiple literary lineages.

> Buildings 1.1.19, Pindar, Olympians, V1.4.
%% Buildings 1.i.18: And with good reason the buildings in Byzantium, beyond all the rest, will serve as a
Jfoundation for my narrative.

3¢ Cameron (1984), 84-85.
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His representation of the buildings of Constantinople is highly influenced by models
inherited from the Second Sophistic in particular, which place Procopius at the end of a
vast, diverse and long-lived literary tradition that extends from rhetorical textbooks to
the ancient novel, from periegesis to scientific treatises and from Platonic dialogues to
epigrams, as well as reaching back chronologically to Homer’s ekphrasis of Achilles’
shield in /liad XVIII. In this chapter, I will first look at the technical aspects of
Procopius’s prose which show his deep-seated interest in matters of construction, from

floor-planning to choosing the right materials.

Technical descriptions

A feature of Procopius’ prose that appears strikingly throughout his work, and
particularly in his descriptions of monuments in the Buildings, is an emphasis on the
technical’’. This manifests itself principally through the use of specific, technical
vocabulary, an abundance of minute details, and an overall impression of complexity.
The technical descriptions may be seen, from a rhetorical perspective, as means to avoid
the tendency to vagueness that the trope of buildings within imperial encomium often
displays®. They are part of a rhetorical strategy at least as much as a didactic discourse

on architecture.

" On the problem posed by technicality in Procopius as a rhetorical pose, see the study of siege-engine
descriptions in chapter 3.
% As argued in Elsner (2007), 36-37.
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According to most of the Progymnasmata, the two qualities required of an
ekphrasis are cagqveia and évépyeia; clarity and vividness™. These are said in a
Byzantine commentary on Aphthonius to function in the following manner:

ooy aywy évapyds To dpAoluevoy. avTi ToU avepoy Toidy, Ex TV XaTd UEQOS

b ~ b v v A} ¢ ’ c \ ~ ’ 4 ~ 1 /’

Evapys eic oy aywy To Umoxeiuevoy: ) yap Tov Aoyov cagqveia voely xal BAémery
- 60

ToIeT Ta Aeyoueva Tovs axovovTas...

The detailed aspect (xata uépos) of a technical description hence allows in conjunction
with clarity of expression (7 [...] 700 Adyov Fagnyeia) — although the fact that parts of the
architectural depiction of Saint Sophia might be called ‘clear’ in actuality is debatable —
to bring forth the object described so that it is both imagined and seen (voeiv xai SAémery)
by the listener or reader. In the case of his ekphraseis of constructions, one of
Procopius’ strategies in order to achieve this rhetorical feat of bringing them before the
eyes is to show them, not from an immediately visual or phenomenological perspective,
in a kind of overview or snapshot, of the monument in question, but by emphasizing the
way they are built, especially on a much smaller scale. For example, in Lii.1 he

describes the base of the column supporting Justinian’s statue as:

evratda Euvdgrar Aidwy oly Noooy 1) ETTA v TETPAYWYQ TETOINYTAL, HATA WEY
amoBacy Evyxsiuevar maoal, TocotToy 0 exaoTy THS Evepdey olans ENacaouuiyvy xal
amodéovaa, WaTe 0N TWY Aidwy exaotoy T ubBoAf moolxovta Baduoy yeyovévar Ty
e avSodmawy Tobs éxelvy dyeigoudvous imaltdy doneo émt Badowy xaSforar’!

>% Aelius Theon 7.31 ed. Patillon (1997): Agerai 2 ixgodoews aide: cagivea uéyv uahiora xal dvagyeia Tob
ayedoy ogaodar Ta anayyeAdueva. Passages on ekphrasis in later Progymnasmata : Hermogenes
Progymnasmata, ed. H. Rabe (1913), 10.47-50 (pp.22f.); Aphthonius Progymnasmata, ed. H. Rabe
(1926), 12.46-49 (pp. 36-41); Nicolaus Progymnasmata, ed. J. Felten (1913), pp.67-71. For an English
translation of these passages, see Kennedy (2003), Theon p45-47, Hermogenes p86, Aphthonius p117-
120, Nicolaus p166-168. On ekphrasis in the Progymnasmata, see Bartsch (1989), 7-10; Becker (1995),
24-31; Webb (1999), 11-15, Webb (2009), 39-59. On rhetorical education and the Progymnasmata, see
Cribiore (2001) and Webb (2001), 289-316.

% Joannes Sardianos, Commentarium in Aphthonium, ed. Rabe (1928) 216-217, bringing the thing shown
vividly before the eyes. instead of making manifest, bringing the subject vividly before the eyes by
detailed presentation; for the clarity of the speech makes the listeners imagine and see the subject.
Translation adapted from Webb (2009), 206.

%' In that place there is a structure of stones, which is made up of not less than seven courses, laid in a
rectangle, all fitted to each other at their ends, but each course being narrower than that beneath, and set
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This description strikingly appears to be more complicated than what it actually
represents. Indeed, Procopius chooses not to describe the base as it appears at first sight,
but to build its representation gradually by showing how it is actually made. He starts
by mentioning that there are seven courses of stones, attracting the attention of the
reader to the layered aspect of the structure, and then continues by saying how they are
attached and how each one recedes from the one it is laid on. He could have said from
the beginning that the base of the column resembles steps, but he does not use the word
BaSuov until he has finished explaining how the stones were laid. It appears that
Procopius refuses to give his reader the overall picture straightaway, but instead takes
him through the layers of the structure progressively, providing more information with
each step so that the overall picture finally emerges at the end.

This attention to the structural and layers is accompanied by a concrete, and yet
rhetorical, concern for the way stones are cut and fitted together, in the following
passage where he describes the column itself (I.ii.2):

oU wovoeldns uévtol, arda Aidois év mepidoouw evpeyédeat alvdetog, éyywviog wey T4
Evrouds obay, & aMidous dumeipip T@y MSodduwy dvaguooreiot.

The column, as the base he just described, is not monolithic but layered, and
information is provided not only on the stones and their size (etueyé3z01), but also on the
way they are set (guvdet0g), in a circle (év mepidoouw), and the way they are cut (74 évrou
olay), at an angle (¢yywviois), and assembled together (s aAgAous [...] évaguocdeiar).
The abundance of details can be taken from different perspectives. On the one hand, it

shows a concern for technical aspects (for example the craftsmanship of the masons,

back, with the result that each of the stones becomes, from the way it is set, a projecting step, so that
people assembled there sit upon them as upon seats.

52 not a monolith, however, but composed of large stones in circular courses, cut so as to form angles on
their inner faces, and fitted to one another by the skill of the masons.
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eumeigia T@v Mdodouwy), and it also allows the reader to paint himself a detailed picture
of the column, not just seeing it from the outside, but with a knowledge of how it is
constructed on the inside (as he would not know about the angular cut of the inside
faces of the stones if he had not been told). This concern for stones and seemingly
aestheticising appreciation of them could be seen as reminiscent of Pausanias, who does
not, however, show as much concern for construction in itself, in his description of the

Propylaea at Athens:

1 \ /’ q ~ 1 b \} b4 1 ’ 1 ’ ~ q ’
Ta 0¢ mpomvAaia Aidou Acuxol TRy dpopny éxet xal xoouw xal wevidel Ty ALdwy uéyor
~ .63
ve nal Euov ToosixE...

It is interesting that the Greek xai xoouw xai ueyeder @y Aidwy here could be understood
in two ways, as it could be said to be unrivalled for both its own beauty and also the size
of its stones, or for the beauty and size of the stones themselves. No matter whether the
beauty is that of the Propylea or of the stones, there seems to be a direct relationship
between beauty and size of stones.

Another earlier work which concerns itself directly with stones is that of
Posidippos’ Lithika epigrams®, where he describes gems, paying attention to their
colour, origin, and the way they are cut and carved. This emphasis on the making of
objects was already a feature in earlier ekphraseis such as the Homeric shield in //iad
18%. Procopius could be seen therefore to be drawing on both high literary tradition,

epic and Hellenistic epigrams, and on the periegetic traditions of description which

831.22.4, The gateway has a roof of white marble, and down to the present day it is unrivalled for the
beauty and size of its stones. Translation Jones (1918).

% For main editions and translations see Austin and Bastianini (2002), Acosta-Hughes, Kosmetatou and
Baumbach (2004) and Gutzwiller (2005) and articles such as Kosmetatou and Papalexandrou (2003), 53-
58, Lelli (2004), 127-138, Petrain (2005), 329-357, Fuqua (2007), 281-291. For an example of the
concern for stones’ texture, see for epigram 14 in Austin and Bastianini on jasper, a gem which is
described as cloudy and ethereal.

%5 See Dubois (1982), 13-18, 19-21; Becker (1995), 48, 88-92, 96-98. The emphasis on the artist’s making
is mostly conveyed by the use of the verbs moiéw at 18.478, 482, 490, 573 and 587, revéw at 483, 609 and
610, and T37us at 483, 541, 550, 561 and 607.
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insist, to some extent, on precise technical aspects within their rhetoric®®. This way of
describing a monument stone by stone, part by part, also provides descriptions with a
sense of movement, even if it is just the movement of the eye running along the layers
of stone. This periegetic style of ekphrasis which guides the reader throughout the
building allows the orator, in Ruth Webb’s words, to “turn an account of a static object
into an account of a journey, representing space through the passage of time”®’. The
ekphrasis is actually described in the Progymnasmata as a Aéyo¢ meomymuatids. The
orator acts almost as guide in his description, guiding the audience’s gaze, taking it on a
tour as the term periegetic implies. Suzanne Dubel describes periegesis as a “discours
géographique qui repose en partie sur 1’efficacité représentative du langage et met en
ceuvre toute une stratégie d’autopsie partagée”®®. This movement in the description and
this idea of a shared autopsy are crucial in the effectiveness of Procopius’ ekphraseis.
The description of Hagia Sophia, the literary tour de force of Buildings 1, shows
a rather high level of precision, in its technical vocabulary and in its complexity.
Procopius even claims to choose to use the vocabulary of those who are skilled in such
matters, in .i.32 when he uses first the expression xata fuiov 10 oTe0yyiAoy (half a
circle), and then adds that the expression used by the specialists, o/ el Ta Tolaira Fogor,
is actually quuciAmdeov (half-cylinder). By this correction, he shows not only that he is
one of these gogor, but also that he is interested enough in matters of accurate technical

language to use the correct word’’. In 1.i.37 too, he first uses the term Ador (elevations),

and then uses the technical term, meooods (piers). This precision goes so far in some

% For a bibliography of periegetic writing, see next chapter.

7 Webb (1999b), 65.

% Hermogenes 22.7, Aphthonius 36.21. On the ekphrasis as periegetic discourse and enargeia see both
Webb (1997), 229-248 and Dubel (1997), 249-264.

% Dubel (ibid.), 257.

S0 much so that Howard-Johnston (2000), 19-30, claims that Procopius was an engineer. This question
will be discussed in chapter 3.
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parts of his description of Hagia Sophia that it is hard to follow without looking at a
plan of the church or without having the church in front of our eyes (perhaps, part of the
text could have been performed orally in or near the monument described). For example
in [.1.44 where he describes the famous pendentives, Procopius says:
KAl ) UEY TOIYWYOU EXATTY HPMTIS TETIETUEYY TT & alplas Ty afidwy évéprer
okeiay moteitar T xaTw Ywviay, cuvavabaivovra 0¢ To Aoimoy etpuvouévy T wetaly
AOOF £ TO HUNAOTEQPES TEAEUTQ, 0 TAUTY AVéXEl, Ywvias Te Tas Asimousvas evraida
TOIEITAL.
This description, seemingly obscure at first sight, resonates with a high level of
precision and complexity. The pendentives enable him to consider questions of
geometry, as he tries to represent the way a circular shape, the dome, rests on a square
one formed by the four pillars. But the description could be considered slightly
redundant, stating for example that the lower point of the triangle is an acute angle,
when triangles commonly only have acute angles. It is difficult to determine whether
Procopius is purposefully trying to make his description too complicated or if this
reflects a didactic concern that aims to educate the reader as thoroughly as possible
about the plan of Hagia Sophia. Perhaps this approach would be more at home in a
treatise on architecture, such as that of Vitruvius, than in a panegyrical text. Indeed, this
discourse of precision reminds one of other genres preoccupied with material objects,
such as technical writing and periegesis. For example, one may think of Pausanias’
account of a Sauromatic breastplate that leads him to discuss the Sauromatae’s customs,

the materials used in their weapons and the way their breastplates are assembled’”. The

relations between technical knowledge and rhetorical performance must also be taken

" And while each supporting end of a triangle, having been contracted to a point by the coming together
of each pair of arches, makes the lower point an acute angle, yet as the triangle rises and its width is
extended by the intermediate surface, it ends in the segments of a circle which it supports, and forms the
remaining angles at that level.’

7121.5-7.
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into account. It can be shown, in the case of such sciences in the Second Sophistic as
astrology, physiognomics and medicine, that it is possible ‘to look at these ancient
scientiae as rhetorical and to see the practitioners as attempting to persuade their

3 ’ .. .
’73 These Tégvar were political weapons used in a

audiences that they offer knowledge
rhetorical aywy; for example, physiognomics were principally used in the encomiastic or
polemical game of praise and blame’*. Our modern categories of science and technique
may not be applicable to the cultural context of the late Roman Empire.

Procopius provides information on the building of Hagia Sophia that not only
includes its structure but also the materials that were used in its construction. For
example in [.i.53 he informs the reader that the stones were not held together by lime,
ritavos, nor by asphalt, Gopalroc, but by lead, ustiBos’>. Nonetheless, these technical
concerns in describing edifices are not part of a dry and dull discourse on architecture;
rather, by giving the precision needed by these ekphraseis, they are fully integrated in a
genuine poetics of monuments. We cannot help but notice that Procopius never
mentions precise dimensions, as do some of his predecessors like Strabo or Pausanias,
but seems to be more interested in the impressions created by these monuments, and

aside from technical precision, uses other rhetorical tropes to produce enargeia and

make his descriptions vivid.

> Barton (1994), 170.

" Ibid. 111-131. On physiognomy and Polemo, see Swain (2007).

7 This is probably incorrect, as it appears that the mortar was made of sea-sand, lime and ground bricks,
Emerson and van Nice (1943), 403-436.
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Poetics of monuments

In classical culture, ekphraseis were the place for rhetoricians to demonstrate
their skills by playing with the relationship between art and text, visual and verbal, and
sometimes altering the barrier between those media’®.

In the Buildings there is obviously a conscious play on the mirror-relationship
between the artist who cuts stones and makes them fit skilfully and the author who does
the same with words and sentences, as well as the emperor-builder who is at the centre
of all this. A striking example of the architecture of Procopius’ language can be seen in
I.v.2-4 where he uses a broad rhythm to describe the sea with long cola and regular
paired clausulae’’, using what Horandner calls ‘akzentuierenden daktylischen
Dipodie’”®, as we can see for example with geeiay evdainova and #dioror Gravrec which
present a double accentuated dactyl - that is to say two times one syllable accentuated
followed by two not accentuated.

But the example above is part of one of very few descriptions of a natural
landscape; in the Buildings the attention is largely focused on man-made, or more
precisely, Justinian-made items. The descriptions of monuments tend to use a number of
topoi such as the bright and light-reflecting quality of the stones, the variety of their
colours or the impressive size of buildings. The treatment of light is crucial in the
ekphrasis of Hagia Sophia, as part of this strategy of vividness accomplished through
representing the impressions provoked by the church in a manner which counter-
balances the objective - and therefore less impressionistic - technical descriptions.

Procopius describes the formidable light in the great church in two stages, first with an

7% On ekphrasis and media see Mitchell (1994) and on intermediality see Rippl (2005).
"7 For prose rhythmics in rhetorical Byzantine texts, see Horandner (1981).
™ Ibid. 27.
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objective statement: wri 02 xai Hhiov paguaovyaic Smeoguide A7 . This only states
that there is an abundance of light in the church, whose two sources are the direct
daylight, and the reflection of the sun’s rays bouncing off the marbles. But this
objective statement is supplemented by the impression which henceforth affects the
viewer:

oains av o wdey natalaumeadar hiw Tov xlpov, alka Ty alyAny év aiTd
oleaSal, ToralTy TIC PWTOS TTEQIOUTIA, &6 TOUTO O TO IE00V TEQIXEYUTAL. ..

The fact that this is an impression is indicated by the optative gaing, and the impression
itself is created by the antagonism between what one expects, that is that the sunlight
would come and light up the church from outside (¢6w3:v), and what one actually feels,
which is that this radiance (notice the use of aiyA"') is actually growing from inside the
church. The use of the verb xaraAaunsaSas in the first half corresponds to the expected
vocabulary of light, whereas gesdar seems less expected and provides this phenomenon
with an organic quality and a mystic aspect, as the light has no source but rather is self-
produced. The light also has a liquid quality which is emphasised by the last clause,
introduced by the intensive rocavry, whose verb mepieyurar renders both the abundance
and fluidity of the light. This abundance of light in the church is later explained in
1.1.41-43 by the fact that the dome is perforated at regular intervals. The daylight is said

to come through those openings by the use of a metaphor: o3y aei dayeAd modotov 4

Tuoa.

"1.4.29, it abounds exceedingly in sunlight and in the reflection of the sun’s rays from the marble.
%01.1.30, Indeed one might say that its interior is not illuminated from without by the sun, but that the
radiance comes into being within it, such an abundance of light bathes this shrine.

81 Procopius uses aiyAn multiple times in his descriptions in Buildings 1, at ii. 10, iv.5, iv.25, vi.6, xi.3,
xi.6. He only uses it once outside the Buildings, in Wars IV xiv.5 when describing a solar eclipse.

82 <[...] it is through this that the light of day always first smiles.” The same metaphor can also be found in
Heliodorus, Aethiopica, 1.1.1: Huégpas aom dayeAwars, and after Procopius, in Constantine
Porphyrogenitus, Oratio de translatione Chrysostomi, p314 1.27, quegas vae aor dayeAwans and in Anna
Comnena, Alexiad, 1.ix.1, quéeas 0¢ aoti dayedwons and VIILV.4, quéoas 0¢ anapti diayedwons.
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The gleam of stones is another trope used in this poetics of monuments. In Hagia
Sophia the gleam of the stones shines out in rivalry with a gold-covered ceiling:

Xovod uev aniBonre ratargleimrar v opopy maoa, xepavvioa Tov xoumoy TG rallel,
~ . . . 83
VING WEVTOL W) éx TV AIdwy alyn) avTaoTednTovaa TR Louad.

The strategy used here to reinforce this gleam is to compare it to the shine of the gold
overlay on the ceiling, a comparison which uses wixg and avracreantovsa in a manner
which seems to personify the stones, giving them a purpose of rivalling the gold with
their gleam. The gold itself is part of another agenda in the ekphrasis which we will see
later when treating the panegyric content of descriptions. Another description which
includes a comparison of gleaming stones to another light source is the one in L.iv.5 of
the church of Saints Sergius and Bacchus and the shrine adjoining it which are said to
outshine the sun by the gleam of their stones: éxategos 4 aiyAy T@v Aidwy imepaoroarnte
Tov ghiov. Bringing light seems to be part of the building and renovating strategy of
Justinian which is well summarised by this mention of his work on the church of Saints
Cosmas and Damian: xaMer 1 xal peyéSer tov veow xateddumovve xal owtos aivhy . The
three pillars of his building strategy are beauty, size and light. The use of the verb
ratalaumovvw seems to further emphasize the importance of light, not to mention the
almost redundant combination of aiAy and gwTos.

The treatment of light is closely connected to that of colour®, as can be seen in
.iv.25 in the short description of the church of Acacius where the extreme whiteness of
stones make the church look as if it is covered in snow: xai dokay magéyeodar ot o yiooty

0 vews amas xatageutos éoti. The white light that gleams from the marbles is also evoked

%3 1.1.54, The whole ceiling is overlaid with pure gold, which adds glory to the beauty, yet the light
reflected from the stones prevails, shining out in rivalry with the gold.

Y 1.vi.6, he made the church resplendent with its beauty, size and radiance.

% For the treatment of light and colours in Byzantine art, see James (1996), particularly the chapter on the
vocabulary of colours pp.69-90.
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in the description of the Arcadianae in 1.xi.6: @v 5 aiyAy vnepayav Aevxn) Tis éoti. But
white is not the only colour which appears in the Buildings’ ekphraseis. In fact, the
stones seem to put on an infinite variety of colours, so much so that the marbles of
Hagia Sophia are compared in colours to those of a meadow with its flowers in full
bloom: Asiuiovi is av évretugmrivan dobeiey woaiw o avdos (1.1.59). There are some purple
(arovgyav), green (yxAoalov), crimson (gomixotv) and white ones (Aevxov), colours which
lead to the parallel between Nature and a painter: woneg Tis {wyedpos 9 glois, showing
that a man-made piece of art can have as much variety in colours as nature itself (1.i.60).
This analogy recalls the proem of Philostratus’ Imagines 1.1, where the sophist relates
the invention of painting to nature because of the variety of designs painted on
meadows by the seasons: omooa Tovs Asiu@vas ai Qoar yoapovar. The meadow, as well as
the whole universe, is also frequently used to symbolize an anthology or
collection® . The variety of colours is strikingly employed in the description of the
Chalke in 1.x.20 which has beautifully coloured mosaics as well as marbles of different
hues, the green ones that rival the emerald (suagaydw), the red ones whose brightness is
compared to fire (7vgos pAoya), and the white ones that are not of a plain white but have
wavy lines of blue mingling with it: Asuxoy [...] o0 Aitov pévror, all’ imoxvuaiver
suavvavyel moyeyoauuivoy wetay yowuati. Procopius throws into relief the great variety
of marbles and stones in general in a work which manifestly uses poikilia to keep his
description of buildings from being tiresome and repetitive®’. One cannot also but
remark that the verb mouxiAAw occurs three times in Buildings 1. The first occurrence,

already mentioned, is the one that compares Nature to a painter while describing the

% For example see Plato, Phaedrus 248c.
%7 An article which deals with the notion of literary varietas, particularly in medieval aesthetic, is
Carruthers (2009).
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contrasting colours of the marbles: xa/ ols Tais evavriwtaTtais moiAer yootais wonsg Tig
Cwyedgos 7 uaie. He then uses it again to evoke the columns of the church of the
Archangel Michael in Byzantium: xa/ aitijs ép'snarteon uey avéxova Tov vewy xioves
qooraic Tior monulduevor wioe . The same verb also occurs when he depicts the other
church of the Archangel Michael, this time in Anaplus: éni uéons 1o izgov yowuaa: wugios
memobutar Aidwy’”’. This repetition of the verb seems particularly relevant in so far as it
throws into relief the variety of colours of the stones in a literary work in which variety
of rhetorical colours can be seen as programmatic and structural, and not only as a
topos.

As important as abundant light and varied colours in the Buildings is the theme
of the massive size of edifices. It is developed at considerable length in the description
of Hagia Sophia in particular. The church is said in [.i.27 to rise to a height that matches
the sky: énforar udv oo é Hos obedviov 67ov.”" This height gives the church a special
place in the city’s landscape:

Womep TOY arMwy obrodounuaTwy amoTalcvovoa EMIVEveUney UTepneluiyy T aAly

ToMel, xoouoloa wey avTRy, 0TI aUTHS 0TIy, woailousvy 0%, 0TI alTis oloa xal

énsuBaivovaa TosoiToy dvéner Gare O 2SEde % mohig éx mepwmiic dmooxomeital.’
The church appears to be personified here in the way it displays mannerisms with the
verbs amosadeiw and émvedw. Procopius tries to convey in this sentence how the church

is both integrated into the landscape, adorning the city (xoouoioa wev aitygy, o avTis

o), but also stands out in its own beauty (weailousvy 0z, 611 altis oboa), because of its

% 1.1.60, the ones which Nature, like a painter, varies with the most contrasting colours.

% 1.iii.18, on either side of this rise columns of naturally varied hues which support the church.

0 1Lviii.13, in the centre stands the church, adorned with stones of an infinite variety of colours.

*! This idea of a soaring height which matches the sky is something that is very common in Procopius’
descriptions of natural landscapes, cf. Chapter 2 of this thesis.

2¢.]as if surging up from amongst the other buildings it stands on high and looks down upon the
remainder of the city, adorning it, because it is a part of it, but glorifying in its own beauty, because,
though a part of the city and dominating it, it at the same time towers above it to such a height that the
whole city is viewed from there as from a watch-tower’.
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height, allowing it to watch over (amosxonsitar) the whole city. There is a play here on
the gaze, with this image of the church looking down on the city, and it seems that
Procopius offers different viewpoints to the city’s landscape; one from the ground that
sees Hagia Sophia surging up from the horizon, and one from the top of the church
which looks over a panoramic (éx megiwnig) view of the city. This is all the more
striking as it seems to reflect itself on the textual landscape of Buildings 1. Indeed,
Hagia Sophia has a special place not only in the city but also in this work, being the first
monument to be described, so that it dominates both with its great size (as a building
and as an ekphrasis) and adorns both the city and the text. This massiveness of buildings
surging up from the rest of the city also seems to recall Ammianus’ description of Rome
as Constantius enters the city and sees:

louis Tarpei delubra, quantum terrenis diuina praecellunt; lauacra in modum

prouinciarum exstructa; amphitheatri molem solidatam lapidis Tiburtini

compage, ad cuius summitatem aegre uisio humana conscendit; Pantheum uelut

regionem teretem speciosa celsitudine fornicatam, elatosque uertices qui

scansili suggestu consurgunt, priorum principum imitatenta portantes...93
This great height leads here to a reference to the limits of human gaze ‘uisio humana’
which cannot even reach the top of the building. However the aporia of the gaze in the
descriptions of Justinian’s constructions is a rich topic, which shall be discussed in the
last part of this chapter.

Procopius shows another concern with buildings’ dimensions, namely that they
are well proportioned. This harmony of proportions (77 aguovig ToU uéTgov) is a salient

point in the description of Hagia Sophia in 1.i.29, a harmony reflected by the rhythm of

the sentence, which alternates regular even clausulae of 2 or 4 syllables between

% History XV1.10.14 ‘the sanctuaries of Tarpeian Jove so far surpassing as things divine excel those of
earth; the baths built up to the measure of provinces; the huge bulk of of the amphitheatre, strengthened
by its framework of Tiburtine stone, to whose top human eyesight barely ascends, the Pantheon like a
rounded city-district, vaulted over in lofty beauty; and the exalted heights which rise with platforms to
which one may mount, and bear the likenesses of former emperors [...]” translation from Rolfe (1935).
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accents’®. The church of Mary in the Blachernae in Liii.5 is also said to be free from bad
taste: To0 amcigoxaltov A dzpov. These monuments, in spite of their massive size, keep an
elegant harmony of proportions. This greatness of size is one of the main features of
Justinianic monuments in general, and most of the edifices which were rebuilt in his
reign, such as the shrine of the Archangel Michael in 1.iii.14 and the church of the
Apostles in Liv.10, are said to have been enlarged by Justinian’. Greatness is also
represented on a smaller scale, not only in the general view of a monument but also in
its details. For example, the Senate House is said to have the largest columns in the
world: uéyeSos 02 modrror @y &v ¥, oluwa, xivwy i mhoy °. It is fitting, in the description
of an official building, to use such a hyperbolic superlative. Indeed, the strategy here is
a slide from glorifying the building to glorifying what it represents, that is the Roman
Empire and one of its institutions, the Senate. But the main receptacle of the praise of

buildings is the builder, the emperor Justinian.

From the buildings to the builder

The Buildings is a unique example of a panegyric which relies solely on what
would have usually been one of many themes used in praising one emperor. It is
fascinating to see how Procopius still manages to produce variety in a work which has
such a restricting theme as imperial constructions, which goes to show his rhetorical

craftsmanship. Furthermore, using mainly descriptive words in order to convey

9 17 dowovig Toi wéteou : two syllables between accents, duéroou xoouiwTéga - four syllables between
accents.
% This is a theme running all the way through the Buildings, eg. IV .vi.25, making very small places large,
V.iii.6, Justinian planted another bridge there of such height and breadth, that the previous bridge
gGeemed to have only been a fraction of the new one in point of size.

I.x.8.
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ideological concepts is another rhetorical accomplishment in this work. Ekphraseis
could be pleasant and offered needed pauses in panegyrics, as Nicolaus in the late fifth
century perhaps implies by saying in his Progymnasmata:

KOl UEVTOI Hal EV TIAVYUQIXAIS UTOJETETIY INAYOY TO TS EXQPOATEWS NOOVYY EUTOINTaL
. 97
Tois v JeaTpois radImuévors.

This seems to indicate that ekphrases were an expected part of a panegyric. However, in
this instance, the ekphraseis are themselves the panegyric and it seems that buildings
might function as icons of the Emperor’s several virtues. It is, of course, more difficult
to see these in the passages that are purely descriptive than in the ones that include
embedded narratives. For example the interruption of the description of Hagia Sophia in
1.1.66-78 which relates how Justinian, inspired by God, came to the rescue of his
architects who were at a loss about the way to keep an arch from falling before it was
completely built’®. We can, however, still see several encomiastic themes developed in
the ekphrastic passages of this work.

Particularly striking is the theme of extravagant expenditure’”. For example, in
Hagia Sophia, Procopius mentions that the ceiling is covered with pure gold: Xguvo@ uev
4180w raradidermrar 1 dpogy) mira'"’, and that the thysiasterion itself is embellished
with forty thousand pounds’ weight of silver: Suaiacrioioy, Aitedwy agyigov uveradas
émeéoetar Térragas''. This theme of richness of dedications recalls Eusebius’ Life of

Constantine in 111.40 where the church of the Holy Sepulchre is said to be adorned with

T Cf. ed. J. Felten (1913) 70, 1. 13-15. And indeed, in panegyrical subjects the element of ekphrasis is
adequate to create pleasure for the audiences in theatres.

% Another of these passages is the design of a dam by Justinian and Chryses of Alexandria in a dream
sequence in Buildings 11.iii.1-15 which I will look at in the last chapter of this thesis.

% All the more interesting as it is one of the main grounds for criticism of the emperor in the Secret
History.

1991.1.54.

1 Li.65.
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untold beauties in innumerable dedications of gold and silver and precious stones set in
various materials:

2 ’ ’ > 1 b ’ 14 ’ 4 2 14 ~ 1 2 /’
Enoouel 0°alToy adiynToIS XaAedt TALITTWY 00WY avaIquaTwy, Kovool xal aoylpov
xal Aidwy moAvteA@y év dialattoloars UAais...

Part of Justinian’s building agenda seems to be the adornment of churches with as many
riches as possible. In Buildings 1.iv.5, the two shrines of Saints Sergius and Bacchus are
said to be adorned with plenty of gold and to be teeming with offerings: quoiws d¢ yovool
TEQIOUTIg, TTAVTayoH xaTaxopns 0Tt xal xataxoud Toic avadquacty. The shrine of the
martyr Anthimus is also said to have gold covered stones: Ardwy evmpeneig xai yovod
xataxeguuéve' 2. As for the church of the Archangel Michael in Anaplus, it is said to
have a great amount of gold applied to it (yovooi mA730s), so much so that it looks as if it
had grown upon it: xaddmzo atr@ meguids mepuégurar® . The word meguxds here furthers
the image of how human technique and art can mimic the artistry of nature, as
previously seen in the example of the coloured marbles. The convent, which was
designed by Justinian and Theodora for the use of reformed prostitutes, is also said to
have been endowed with a lot of wealth:

xal ToAAGIS pey yoquatwy mpocodols of BadiAsic olTol To povaaTyeloy edwenyTal

Toiro, moAa 0¢ oinia xaAder Te xail moAvtelcip dapeoovTws éairia, Taic yuvaikl

nagadugny éodueva, Grodoutioavro. "t
The imperial couple does not appear to hesitate here to spend significant sums for the
good of their subjects; furthermore, there is a direct connection between their building
action, @xodounaavto, and the well-being of their people, here the women of the convent.

We may assume the theme of expenditure that runs through most of the descriptions of

2 1vi13.

' 1.viii. 14.

1% 1.ix.10, and these Sovereigns have endowed this convent with an ample income of money, and have
added many buildings most remarkable for their beauty and costliness, to serve as a consolation for the
women.
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monuments in the Buildings is an emblem of Justinian’s generosity towards his subjects
and his extreme selflessness in spending the wealth of the Empire for the good of his
people, even those who happen to be repentant prostitutes. The intertextuality of this
passage with The Secret History is particularly striking, as the same convent is
mentioned there but treated in opposite terms, as Procopius writes that Theodora
collected over five hundred prostitutes and shut them up in that same monastery, with

105

the result that some of them committed suicide . In addition to this, the fact that

Theodora herself started as a prostitute before she married Justinian is mentioned
multiple times in the Secret History'.

However, the two ekphraseis that are most charged with panegyrical content are
that of Justinian’s statue and that of the Chalke’s mosaics, since both do actually
represent the Emperor. The description of Justinian’s statue comes immediately after
that of Hagia Sophia, and competes with its ekphrastic virtuosity. We have already
looked at the way Procopius described the fitting of the stones in the base as well as the
column supporting this statue earlier in this chapter. It is also worth mentioning the
extraordinary size of the column: xiwy Zravéorryrey éaiziov 670y, as well as the bronze
which adorns it:

xalnos 0¢ apiotos év Te mivaél xal orepavois Mayudeic mepiBarAer mavTayoh Tovs

Aidoug, év uev T BeBaiw ouvdiwy, v xoouw 0¢ alTovs cuyraAUnTwy, nal Ta Te aAla

oxEdoY TI TAVTa Xal JIAPEQOVTWS T TE AVW Xl TG XATW  TOU Xiovos TOY TUTOY

Growwotevos...

The bronze is, of course, of excellent quality (agio7og), and seems to serve two

functions. The first is to decorate the column (év xoouw), particularly in its garland form

195 Secret History, xvii.5-6.
1% See for example, Secret History i.12, ix.10, ix.29. For more on the ambiguous images of Byzantine
empresses; see James (2001), McClanan (2002) and Garland (1999).

Lii.2, there rises a column of extraordinary height.
" 1.ii.3, and finest brass, cast in panels and garlands, covers the stones on every side, both serving to
bind them securely, and covering them with adornment, and giving the shaft throughout, but particularly
at the base and the capital, the appearance of a column.
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(orepavorg), but there is also a functional side to this as the bronze binds the stones
securely (7@ BeBaiw ouvdiwy) as well as providing the appearance of a column (s 100
xiovos Tov TUTOY amouiuovuevos). Procopius therefore appears to show a concern for both
cosmetic and functional aspects in constructions. Furthermore, to return to the
description of the fitting of the stones in the column (as we now know this is covered by
the bronze) it demonstrates again that he seeks not only to show what things look from
the outside, but on the inside as well.

The bronze itself is described in striking terms both for its colour, softer than
pure gold (yxovool axiBoniov megotepos), and its worth, as much as silver: rqv 0z aiav o0
Tapd moAD dmodéwy ireatdaos doyiew' . Between the exceptional size of the column and
the quality of the bronze, this description already makes this monument superior to
other imperial statues such as those of Theodosius, Arcadius, Eudoxia, Honorius or
Helen, Constantine’s mother, and the superiority of the statue might be a way of making
Justinian superior to the former sovereigns''’. It is also interesting to remark, even if it
is not actually mentioned in Procopius’ text, that the horse he is sitting upon is the one
that used to be Theodosius’, as we can see in the inscription ‘Gloriae perennis
Theodosii’ on a Renaissance drawing of Justinian’s statue in Budapest University

111

Library . As far as the statue itself is concerned, it is full of symbols. First, the fact

that the horse seems about to move forward conveys the idea that this statue has the

Y 1ii4.

10 See also Statius’s description of Domitian’s statue in Silvae 1.1, and Newlands (2002), 46-73. In Secret
History viii.21, Justinian’s appearance is, interestingly, compared to that of Domitian’s statue which had
been dismembered and put back together.

"' Another possible interpretation is to attribute the statue depicted on the drawing with Theodosius,
although most scholars believe it to represent Justinian’s equestrian statue. In favour of the Theodosius
interpretation see Lehmann (1959), in favour of Justinian, Mango (1959), and proposing Heraclius,
Vickers (1976).
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attitude of a conqueror' >, The statue of the emperor itself is colossal and also made of
bronze, although no more details are given about the material, which we can assume is
the same type used in decorating the column.

As far as the depiction of Justinian is concerned, his clothing is described first:
Zrradrar 02 Agiddels 1 einchy ofitw yao T6 ayiua xaloio omep duméyerar . This
Achillean attire is not described entirely but Procopius gives details of his footwear;
half-boots (agBvlas), and of his leg-wear as his ankles are said not to be covered by
greaves (xvquidwy gweis). To continue the parallel with Achilles, the emperor is also said
to be wearing a breastplate in a heroic way (gewixds tedweaniorar) as well as a helmet
(xeavos), both contributing to his representation as a warrior, although he is said later on
not to be sporting any kind of weapon: oire 4&AMo T@y SmAwy 0ddev''. Yet he is carrying a
globe on which stands a cross, an object that symbolizes the universality of his reign —
as the intention of the sculptor is revealed here to be that he signifies the whole earth
and sea with this globe (nagadnrdyv 6 nAaotns o vij e avt® xai Salacoa dzdovAwTas
méoa' ) and at the same time the fact that his reign was god-given. This is a very
powerful symbol, as Procopius states that it is through this that he has been victorious in
war: 01’0l on wovou [...] 1o ToU moAduov memopioTar xeatos. He is also looking and
gesturing in a threatening way towards the Orient, which the author identifies as a
command to Toic éxeivy BaoBigors''® to remain at home. This evocation of the barbarians
at the periphery of the Empire provides intertextuality with both the rest of the

Buildings which deals largely with the building of defences on the edges of the Empire,

112 . . . . . . ..
For more on the way the impression of movement is provided in this description, and others, see

further in this chapter.
"3 1417, and the statue is attired like Achilles, for the costume in which he is dressed is called that way.
1147
Lii.11.
' Notice the use of the verb dovAdw which seems to play on a tyrannical subtext.
116 7+
Lii.12.
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and with the Wars which deals with the wars with these peripheral enemies themselves.
Justinian’s severe gaze may remind us of other colossal statues such as the Colossus of
Barletta and his stern gaze. On the whole, the vision of the Emperor provided here is
that of a victorious Christian general.

Justinian’s depiction in the Chalke mosaic has a similar general theme of the
victorious emperor, but it is an ensemble piece and features him at the centre of a
triumphal composition. This part of the work is an interventive ekphrasis of the same
type as the Homeric shield. The intertextual relation in the shield between the narratives
of the text as a whole and those of the work of art offered a thematic opposition between
peace and war. In the Chalke, there is some intertextuality within Procopius’ works that
creates both a thematic and generic contrast by evoking his historical work in the Wars.
In the introductory passage which precedes the description of the vestibule mosaic''”,
Procopius gives an account of the structural aspects, describing in detail how the
vestibule is built. These details include a few of his usual architectural concerns, such as
walls rising sky-high (odgavousixerc)''®, harmony in proportions (7 To0 Zuezgobs
Gouovig)'®, and stone craftsmanship (AiSwy &0 udla eipyaouévay)'*’. Naturally,
Procopius’ first concern with the mosaic is how it is made:

évafBolveTal 05 Taic yoagaic v 0poen TaTA, 0U TQ) xMeQ EvTaxsvTi Te xal MayuIEyvTi

2 ~ ~ b LR ’ ~ ~ 1 /7 ¢ .o 7

évratda mayeioa, all’évaguooSeica YneiTt Aetaic Te xal yowuaTy weaiTuEVaIS
121

TaAVTO0ATOLS. .

Initially it is interesting to see that he uses another verb which would suit a person more

than a building, &vafBeivouar’?, to express the ceiling’s sense of pride. The mosaic is

117
118

I.x.11-14.
Ix.12.
1 1x.13.
291x.13.
211 x.15, the whole ceiling boasts of its pictures, not having been fixed with wax melted and applied to
the surface, but set with tiny cubes of stone beautifully coloured in all hues.
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referred to as tais ywapaic which might lead to confusion as this term would often entail
a pictorial representation, but he clarifies the definition by first mentioning that it is not
fixed with wax — as a painting would be — but fitted (évaguosSziza) with minute tesserae
(Ymeior Aemrrais). The tesserae themselves are described as adorned with various colours:
rowuadty woaiTuévals mavrodamois. The varied colours and the use of weailw tie this in
with the idea of natural poikilia treated earlier in this chapter. The description of the
picture represented by the mosaic follows, and Procopius decides to start at the

periphery of the mosaic rather than the centre:

EQ EnaTepa UEY TIOAEUOS TE E0°T1 nal wayy, xal alicxovtal molels maumAndeis, T4 uey
TraAiag, ™9 0¢ AiBimg. xal virng pev Bacirevs Tovotiviavos vmo oToaTyyolvTi
Behioagiw...'
The narrative pictured on each side here seems to be that of Procopius’ own work, the
Wars, as it deals with wars and battles, and cities being taken in Italy and Libya.
Although Justinian is mentioned, the real protagonist here is his general, Belisarius,
which again seems to fit as a parallel to his own work, seeing as it rarely represents
Justinian himself but rather centres around his general. Indeed, Belisarius seems to be
the most important character here as he is represented in an active posture:
émavelat 0¢ mapa Tov BadiAéa, TO CTEATEUUA EXWY AXPAIQVES OAOY O TTEATNYOS, Hal
didwaty alt®d Aaguoa Bagileic e xai Pacideias, xal mavta Ta v avdpwmors
aima...' >
Belisarius is acting the part of the triumphant general who is not only bringing back his

army intact (axeaipves oAov) — something which seems a slight exaggeration — but also

spoils, again described in hyperbolic tones with the anaphoric SaciAeis e xai PaciAsias

122 Actually, Procopius uses this verb only twice for men, once in Wars VILxxiv.25, when a fallen
soldier’s hand is cut so that the enemy could not take pride in his bracelet, and once in Buildings 1.viii.11,
where the strollers revel in the sea breeze. It is also used to express the Apostles’ pride stemming from the
emperor’s piety in Buildings 1.iv.17.

'3 1.x.16, on each side there is war and battle, and many cities are being captured, some in Italy, some in
Libya, and the emperor Justinian is winning through his general Belisarius.

1241.x.16, and the general is returning to the emperor, with his whole army intact, and he gives him
spoils, both kings and kingdoms and all things that are most prized among men.
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and the use of the intensive mavra Ta év avdownois ééaigia. He also seemed to be depicted
in movement somehow, as he is returning to the emperor, from the periphery of the
composition where he was depicted waging war. On the other hand, the imperial couple
is represented at the centre of the mosaic in a very cursory manner, the only details
being given pertain to their mood as they are pictured smiling and celebrating the
victories: Zouxores dupw yeynSoot e xal vinrigia fopralovans' ™. The participle domdrec
seems to somehow emphasise the illusion of the picture, as the couple appear to smile,
as if their smile was not static but expanding in front of our eyes. Close to the imperial
couple are represented the king of the Vandals and the king of the Goths, previously
announced as a part of Belisarius’ spoils, who are approaching them as prisoners of war.
However the most striking representation is that of the senators. First, they are
represented as surrounding the emperor and empress, with the verb megpiéoryre, and they
are also in a festive mood, as described by the same verb used previously for Justinian
and Theodora, éoptalw. Procopius cares once more about how an impression is
produced as he describes the detail of their expression: totTo yag ai Yneidss dyholory ém
Toi¢ meordmols apdy alroic émavdoioar.*® This is not just about the expression of joy on
the senators’ faces, but about how this is rendered by the mosaic’s tesserae. The use of
the verb émavdiw ties this again to the idea of natural poikilia. This lively depiction of
joy is also a very strong encomiastic feature in the picture of a triumphant Justinian, as
it represents the Senate rejoicing in unison with him'?’. It also demonstrates a real
concern for the way objects are constructed and how stones are cut and fit together, here

in the minute details of tesserae. From these two examples of the statue and the mosaics,

P 1x.17.

1261 x.18, this is shown by the tesserae which are blossoming in joy over their faces.

127 There is a striking intertextuality here with the Secret History once more where the senators are said to
be sitting around the emperor, as in a picture, showing how powerless they were. (Secret History Xiv.8).
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we can consider the ekphraseis of monuments in Buildings 1 as part of an iconic
programmatic depiction of the ideal sovereign, a mirror of the prince, but only through
his construction work. But if this work is an imperial panegyric, its first book can also

been seen as a city praise of Constantinople.

Building Constantinople in discourse

There is something extremely architectural and pictorial in the way book I of the
Buildings is built. True, it has the unity of being about only one city, Constantinople,
but the treatment of its buildings is not done in an exact topographical order. However it
can be said to have a periegetic structure, as Pausanias may be said to ‘both evoke his
Greece as a set of ideals in literary form and preserve the geographic particularity of the
topography he walked through’'*®. The structure of Buildings 1 is interesting in the way
it combines ideological and topographical organisation'>. This is particularly striking
as one looks at a map of Constantinople in Justinian’s time while reading the work. It
appears that the first half has a more ideological plan, whereas the second half seems
more concerned with the topography of the capital and its different neighbourhoods.
The first half, from L.i to L.iv, uses an ideological hierarchy and deals mainly with
churches, aside from Justinian’s statue, described in L.ii.1-12, and the hospices of
Samson and Arcadios in L.ii.14-17. The hierarchic order operates in a decreasing
manner; it starts with the churches of God, with Hagia Sophia (1.i.20-78) and Irene
(Lii.13-14), then the churches of Christ (1.i1.18-19), then those of the Virgin, in the

Blachernae (1.iii.3-5), Pege (1.iii.6-8), in the Hieron (L.iii.10), those of female saints

128 Elsner (2001), 20.
12 See Appendix I for the plan of Buildings 1.

47



Envisioning Byzantium

related to the Virgin, Anna (L.iii.11-12), Zoe (I.iii.13). This hierarchy of saints continues
as the church of the archangel Saint Michael is described (I.iii.14-18), and the apostles
Peter and Paul and Saints Sergius and Bacchus (L.iv.1-8), as well as the Holy Apostles
church (1.iv.9-24), followed by diverse martyria; those of Plato, Marcius, Thyrsus,
Thekla and Theodota (I.iv.25-30). The description of the sea in chapter v forms a
rupture in this order of description, as the descriptions which follow will then seem less
scattered on the map but instead are grouped in different neighbourhoods. It starts with
the description of the different churches in the Blachernae in I.vi, then those of the
Golden Horn in L.vii, and the descriptions continue with the churches in the Brochoi as
well as the Anaplous in Lviii. It then goes to the right bank of the Bosporus going
towards the Black Sea (I.ix.1-13), describing the convent called Metanoia there, as well
as the church of the Martyr Panteleimon, and the refuge for lepers, before moving on to
the Hieron with the church of Michael (L.ix.14), and then back into the city with Saint
Tryphon’s shrine (L.ix.15), the shrines of Menas and Menaeus in the Hebdomum
(L.ix.16) and a little further near the Golden Gate, the shrine of Saint Ia (I.ix.17). The
final two chapters I.x and L.xi are devoted to the description of secular buildings, with
various palaces, ports, baths and a cistern. The other point of interest aside from the
order of descriptions is the amount of space and time devoted to each, which varies
from a brief mention amongst a list to an extensive description — the longest being that
of Hagia Sophia at the beginning of the work. Procopius seems to have chosen to write
only one great iconic ekphrasis in every genre. That is why for example he only
describes Justinian’s statue and not Theodora’s or the others in the Arcadianae. There is
one great church ekphrasis, Hagia Sophia, one great statue ekphrasis, Justinian’s, and

one great pictorial description, the Chalke. They seem to work as an iconic triptych
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standing out on the background of tiny colourful cubes that the other buildings’
descriptions constitute. Constantinople itself appears as a mosaic in this work, with its
variety of colourful monuments and its fragmented representation that focuses on
edifices. The order of progression between the three set-pieces is also relevant
ideologically and within the whole of the Buildings’ narrative strategy. Elsner shows
that it ‘mirrors the text’s overall balance of a more sacred centre and a more profane, in

130 . . . .
>°". There is a wider picture to see in

the sense of defensive, periphery to the empire
Buildings 1, which is the depiction of Constantinople, with a sense of topography and
natural landscape, which the buildings themselves complements — but the opposite is
true, as the natural beautifies the man-made.

This feature has perhaps not received much attention as one cannot help but
notice the elements of natural landscapes in the Buildings have barely been considered.
The long ekphrasis of the sea, a natural description that strikingly contrasts with the
background of buildings and other man-made objects, has also received very little
attention in Procopian scholarship. The function of this passage describing the bay of
Byzantium should be closely examined, amongst other reasons because it is located at a
pivotal place in Buildings 1, as we have seen previously that the organisation of the
descriptions changes after L.v. It certainly has a place in the collection of rhetorical topoi
as a part of the city praise: the praise of a bay, such as Menander Rhetor describes it"*'.
The description of the sea is the only natural description of major importance in the

narrative. First, it is in the middle of book I, in chapter v, and it is also fairly long, as a

whole chapter is devoted to it. It refers for the first time to the city’s blessing, in

B0 Elsner (2007), 42.

BlSee Treatise 1 346.26 on ‘how to praise a city’, 351.20 on ‘how to praise harbours’ and 352.6 on ‘how
to praise bays’. Menander’s advice on how to praise bays : xoAmovs énaéoeis eis uéyedos xai cis xaltog xai
evpuduiay xal eis ebhuevoTyTa xai moAvAiuevoTyTa.
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typically rhetorical terms of city-praise: Ilgos 7§ aAAy eddaipwovig xai v SaAacaa év xal
Tidetar due’aio uahiora . This passage is also essential because it provides the first
general topographical viewpoint to the reader without which he would not be able to
imagine Constantinople and place the monuments that are being described, particularly
as the organisation of the descriptions of churches afterwards will follow the different
shores and therefore necessitates a good knowledge of the Bosporus. One can therefore
say it functions as a backbone for the whole description of Constantinople. In this
central passage which could have been merely utilitarian in its topographical function,
the author displays a wide range of rhetorical skills. There is a calm and confident
beauty in the large cola and the wide rhythms we already mentioned before, quiet as the
harbours providing shelters to the navigators: gximas Auevwy nevyiov Tois vavtiAowévorg
mgexoy,émB 3 In the same sentence, we get a variety of images in the three different
patterns formed by the sea: curving into bays (éyxeAmovuéyvy), narrowing into straits (eis
moeSuovs Suvayousvn), and spreading into an open sea (yeousvn & medayos wéya). From
this variety — poikilia again — of patterns derives the city’s beauty: tavry e Ty moAw
eUmposwmoy Te Nagegovtws foyalouivy. Beauty is paired with usefulness as, aside from the
harbours, it provides the city with the necessities of life and makes it rich in useful
things: ta te eis diaitay cumogoy xal Ta & TN yeiav edaiuwova. This concern for the
usefulness of a bay is quite commonplace in city-praises. However, the aesthetic of the
description of the way the Aegean and Euxine Sea beautify the city, by surrounding it
with the strong currents that oppose each other, is striking in its violence which

contrasts with the aesthetic of quietness prevailing in the work:

21.v.2, Besides the city’s other blessings the sea is set out most beautifully all around it.

P Lv.2.
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medaym yap 0o aue’ altyy ovta, o Te 09 Aryaios xal o Eltevos natoduevos Iovros,

Euviaay alqAois é¢ Ta mpos cw T modews xai Evyxpovoueva T ToU godiov émuitia,

TalTy Te T Hmeigoy 5 06old Bialdueva, xaldwmilovar xixhew Ty midw... >
The mixing of the two seas is what beautifies the city, but this is not a peaceful image of
water gently washing the shores, there is a violence in the stream expressed with the
verb guyxpovw and the noun godiog, a violence such that it invites a military undertone
with the verb Bia{w and the noun esBoAy. This depiction of the currents assailing the
shoreline drastically contrasts with the idea of the peace and quiet of the gentle wash of
the sea which seems to represent the peacefulness of Justinian’s empire' >, an important
element of propaganda throughout this panegyric. After this, Procopius goes back to the
idea of the combination of beauty and usefulness as he states that the three straits both
adorn and serve the city in their disposition: é xaAdos ¢ avtf) dateTayuévor xai yoeiav,
and also attributes three qualities to the three straits, creating a tripartite structure, as
they are said to be pleasurable for sailing (negimAciodar wev moioror), desirable to watch
(amogromyoaadar O modeoi), and endowed with very good harbours to drop anchor in
(dvoouivacdar 2 Aiay edhuévec)°. These attributes are again fairly commonplace in a
praise of a city, but it is interesting to see the combination of the idea of desire, pothos,
and gaze with the verb amosxonéw, which is somewhat of a recurring theme in
Procopius’ work."”” Another striking image is used in the description of the Bosporus,
which is represented driving a chariot whose horses are Europe and Asia and giving

itself airs:

B41.v.3, For there are two seas around it, on one side the Aegean and on the other the one called the

Pontos Euxine, they flow into each other to the east of the city, and rushing together with the mixing of
their waves, and pushing back the land with their invasion, they beautify the city as they surround it.
'3 Landscapes often have the function of providing a certain mood and atmosphere in Procopius, as we
will see in the next chapter on space.
136

Lv.4.
"7 See for example in the anecdote of the shark and the pearl (Wars Liv.17-31) where the animal
longingly gazes at the pearl, an anecdote studied in the last chapter of this thesis.
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Wy 00 Tais oxdals MEMETTAL, EMQPQITTWY TE Xl YAUQOUMEVW E01xWS 0TI 0T ETTOXOUUEYOS
. . , - 138
14 Te Acig xai 4 Elpwmy moocBaiver T molet...

The use of the verb émggitrw is interesting in itself as it is not the most common verb,
and it is also not attested in any text earlier than the 2 century with Dionysius
Periegetes13 ° but as for the verb yavgdw, it is only used one other time in Procopius’
work in the description of the expression of Justinian and Theodora’s faces at their
triumph over the Vandals and the Goths. This representation of the Bosporus mounting
Asia and Europe like a two-horsed chariot also recalls the Phaedrus with the chariot of
the soul and its two horses representing good and bad.

Another device used by Procopius to give more depth and texture to his
description of the bay is a mise en abime in the only picturesque part in this passage:

0 02 0 alTol év apioTepd IAPBeTal uey exatépwdey Ml paxpoTaTOY TAIS ANTAIS, TA TE

alan xai Aewwvwy xaAdy xai Ta alla Ths avTimépas Ymeigoy EvOEINVUILEVOS

Umoxsineva 5 i modews der...
This passage is interesting on several levels; first, the mention of woods and meadows
not only creates an idyllic landscape, but the meadow (Aziuwy) itself is meaningful in its
meta-textual implications as we have seen earlier. Also, the fact that this landscape is
described from far away, as being seen from the city (74 7 modews ayer), attracts once
more the attention to the act of seeing. The idea of the blessing of the city as the
explanation for the quietness of the current in the bay is then developed. Within this

theme, another striking image is that of the ship entering the bay and anchoring without

a pilot:

U81v.6, And it is pressed in by their banks, so that it ripples and seems to plume itself because it

approaches the city mounted upon both Asia and Europe.

9 Dionysus Periegetes, Orbis descriptio, 1. 443.

Y0157, And the strait which lies on the left of this is confined by its shores on either side for a very great
distance, displaying the woods and the lovely meadows and all the other details of the opposite shore
which lie open to view from the city.
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LEW@VOS 0, AV oUTW TUXY, Xal AVEuwwy axAnedy Toic Te meAdyeat xal TR Topdu®

EmTETOVTWY, EMEIday 6 TNV elTodoy DrwyTal ToU XoAToU al vées, arxuBépymTol Te TO

Aoy iaot xai dmeoPovdeitws douiCovrar...!
There is almost a magical aspect in this, with the rupture between the two parts of the
sentence, the first half with the genitive absolute avéuwy axdAnoav [...] émmeoovray,
expressing the violence of the winter winds, and then the image of the ship entering the
bay easily, with the two words starting with a privative prefix, axuBzgvyroi and
ameoPoulsitws. The image of a ship without a pilot also somehow reminds us eerily,
although with a completely opposite treatment, of the demonic Justinian in the Secret

92 There is another

History pacing in his palace without a head to guide him
personification of the sea and the land at the end of the description where they are said
to compete with each other in order to give the greater service to the city: omoregoy av
atroiy dvarro waMov iy é Ty modw dveoyodafBeiy Smovpyiay' ™. This ends the description
of the bay of Constantinople with an iteration of its natural blessings. In the whole of
the Buildings, there is a running theme of the natural elements either yielding to
Justinian’s power or willingly serving him in his building enterprise. Overall, this
ekphrasis of the sea around Constantinople not only fits within the panegyrical agenda,
keeping within the themes of imperial propaganda, but also fits a purpose in the
structure of book I as it gives the topographical elements needed to follow the order of

the description in the second half of the book, and also deals with themes with an intra-

textual resonance within Procopius’ work.

U 1.v.12, In winter, even if violent winds happen to fall upon the open spaces of the sea and upon the

strait, as soon as ships reach the entrance to the bay, they proceed for the rest of the way without a pilot
and are anchored without precautions.

142 X11.20-22. The ship without a pilot is also reminiscent of the ship in Odyssey X.

W 1v.13, as if the two elements [land and sea] contended with each other to see which of them would be
able to render the greater service to the city. On personification of rivers as part of a city’s Tyche, see
Huskinson (2005), 246-261.
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Aesthetic experience

By means of ekphraseis, Procopius provides a commentary on aesthetic
experience as evoked by monuments or landscapes, and specifically the feelings that
aesthetic experience gives rise to such as aporia, and being overwhelmed by a sight.
The description of Hagia Sophia in particular offers a plethora of different impressions
to the viewer. The impression of insecurity and danger in 1.i.33, which is caused by the
sight of the dome, is clearly a source of fear since the author uses the expression @o6zgov
Aws'™. This impression is then given an explanation, which is that the dome seems
actually to float in the air without being firmly attached: doxei yag m1y olx év BeBaiew
emqwoioSal, all’ émvuvdivws Tois évdades ovot uetewpileadar. This is what the
inexperienced viewer feels at the sight of the dome, because those who know about
architectural matters know that it is actually securely built: év & BeBaiw 175 acpalsias
éornotar. The Procopian poetics of danger in the sublime can be understood in relation
to James Porter’s suggestion that “sublime and its freedoms exist only in the context of
threatened or real loss”, and that it is “based on an aethetics not of perfect wholes but of

ruptured wholes”'*’

. In this example, we see the author engage in a precise dissection of
aesthetic impression by saying first how the viewer feels, then by explaining what
artistic device provides this feeling, and then by explaining how the object is actually
made. We therefore have three levels of experience: emotional, artistic and technical. In

short, here the emotion is fear; the artistic device is the floating dome; and the technical

reality is that it is firmly braced.

144 On fear, see the beginning of chapter 4 on violence.
'3 Porter (2001), 81.
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However, the most frequent reaction to art in Buildings 1 is related to the idea of
thauma. In Procopius, thauma can be the marvelling at a sight because of its
supernatural, curious, strange or paradoxical aspect, something which I will address in
the last chapter of this thesis, but in the Buildings it is an aesthetic impression provoked
by artistic devices. This impression of a marvel can be caused by sights on different
scales. In the case of the martyria of Plato, Mocius, Thyrsus, Theodore, Thecla and
Theodota, for example, it is the overall sight of the martyria which provokes an
unlimited admiration: Savudleadar 02 Sfer xata Ty 4Eiay quigava'*®. The idea of
thauma is very rhetorically combined with that of impossibility and aporia here. It is a
device whereby Procopius avoids going into the detail of an ekphrasis for each of the
maryria. There can also be marvelling at a specific aspect of a building, like the church
of Acacius in L.iv.25 which is said to be marvellously big: ueyedos megiBe6Aquévoy
Savudaiov gAixoy'*. Or a building can be said more vaguely to be generally marvellously
beautiful, like the shrine of the Archangel Michael: és xaAtos uetabibaler Savuaaiov

148 Tt is interesting to note that in both cases, the marvellous quality is the result of

olov)
Justinian’s taking down of the previous building and then rebuilding from the
foundations. The marvelling therefore does not come strictly from the viewing of the
end product, but a viewing which bears in mind the previous incarnation of the building
and takes into account the process of rebuilding. On a much smaller scale, the
marvelling can be caused by some details of an edifice, like the example mentioned

earlier in this chapter of the abundance of contrasting colours in the stones of Hagia

Sophia that Nature skillfully painted (Savuageie yao av eixotws [...ldonee Tis {wyeawos 7

146
147
148

1.iv.29, one cannot admire them sufficiently when they are seen.
1.iv.25, so as to make it a building of marvellous size.
Liii.16, he transformed it into a marvellously beautiful building.
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' Thauma can also be more precisely the appreciation of a particular artistic

QUaIS)
device, for example the way the statues enhance the beauty of the Senate House’s roof:
ayadudrwy 0 TADSer imepdve éotdrwy Savuadivs g Smoyéyeamtas™’. Finally, it is
interesting to see this marvelling contrasted with an irrational feeling, to go back to the
example of the fear provoked by the floating dome of Hagi Sophia: 7§ uév evmpeneia
Savudariov, 14 0¢ ceadeod Tie cuvSéaews doxotvti elvar @oBeody SAws”'. The marvelling at
the beauty of the dome is contrasted with the irrational fear that it might collapse.
Therefore this term, despite its irrational connotation, is used generally in the Buildings
in a very rational and objective pattern, since it implies identifying which artistic device
provides the impression.

Another theme that runs throughout Buildings 1 is that of the quietness of the
sea, providing a certain unity in Procopius’ construction of Constantinople. Of course,
the quietness of the sea is a common topos in city-praises, harbour-praises and land-
praises in general. Michael Whitby has argued that it was part of the panegyric strategy
because the quietness of the sea echoes the quietness of the Emperor and of the Empire
freed from trouble by Justinian'**. We can agree with this proposition to a certain

extent. While describing Anaplus, Procopius mentions that the quietness of the sea

makes possible trading with the land: gougios yae vnepayay v Saracoa odoa 4 7§

émnowoitar cuvaldayas’. Quietness seems to go hand in hand with prosperity here. The
direct responsibility of Justinian as regards this quietness is obviously stated as he is

depicted building a sheltered harbour in 1.xi.18-19. This sheltered harbour enables the

“1.1.60.

301.x.9, and the roof is wonderfully set off by a great number of statues which stand upon it.
114.33, marvellous in its grace, but by reason of the seeming insecurity of its composition, utterly
terrifying.

132 Whitby (2000), 59-66.

133 1.viii.8, for the sea at that point is very calm, and makes possible trading with the land.
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water between the walls to remain calm, even in the event of a severe storm in the
winter: xal avéuov yeiuvos weg xataBavros axAfgou, diauivel Ta EvTos HOUXT AmavTa TWY
Toixwy'"*. Nonetheless, the quietness of the sea here is part of a very visual combination
of images in the latter example, since it contrasts with the pounding of the waves: @v 9
m00¢ Toi goSiov doacTouévwy, dmoxgovouévwy Te Ty Toi xAvdwviou émiSeay'>. In the
description of the Arcadianae as well in .xi.1-9, there is the same use of the quietness
of the sea for both aesthetic and panegyric reasons. It is said to enable those who are
promenading to actually converse with those who are sailing by: wore xai
meoadiadéyovTal Tois megimAZovaty of Tovs megimaTous molouuevor. This quietness is also
described in extremely visual terms with the image of the quiet stream circling the
court: Tautyy 1) Salacoa megioesl aTEEUNS EV NIUKIG TEQIYEOUEVY TQ) QEIdOW, TOTAKOT TOTOY
éx ITovrov loioa™®

Water in Buildings 1 frequently adds charm to a monument. This is particularly
obvious in the description of the shrine of the martyr Anthimus. First, Procopius depicts
the foundations of the shrine being gently washed by the sea:

1 1 \ / ~ € ~ .o /’ b ’ ~ ~ 14 b ~ A}
xal Ta Wy xpaomeda Tou Ispol mpaivousvy emAvioueva T4 TS SadaTons émppod) To
eUyapl EMES Exel...

This gentle wash is then described in two movements, first by saying how it is not, in
quite a long description of a tumultuous flow:
o yap &y S0plBw To xAvdwvioy émaverTynos eita sic Tovs éxeivy Aidovs apacaeTal,

> \ ’ 1 ~ E ~ 5 1 14 1 /7 2 ’ 2
000 ueyada To xiua qxfoay, oia ye Ta SaAatTia, xal ocxilousvoy amoxgiveTal cis
5 ~ 158
000 AQPOWOES...

341.X1.20, and even when a severe storm comes down in the winter, the whole space between the walls

remains calm.

55 Which are pounded by the surf and beat back the force of the waves.

130 1.xi.3, and the unruffled sea flows quietly about this court, encircling it with its stream, coming in from
the Pontus like a river.

71.vi.10, the foundations of the shrine are washed by the caressing flow of the sea in an altogether
charming manner.

P8 1.vi.11, for the incoming waves do not rise up with a roar and break on the stones there, nor do the
breakers thunder aloud like those of the sea and divide and break up in a foaming mass.
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This description is immediately contrasted by the following passage which emphasizes
the gentleness of the stream: aAda moocior wey mooonvis, aiwmmloy 0¢ ov émdaver 45 vijs,
avacToéeer 02 udvoy'’. By using this device of opposition, Procopius takes advantage of
the situation to offer an elaborate and quite striking description of a violent current and
at the same time enhances the impression of calm by contrast. Furthermore, the
aesthetic experience here includes sounds in addition to sights, as he contrasts the
roaring noise of waves created by the noun Jogu0s and the verb 7w with the silence of
the gentle wash expressed by the adjective giwmnAss. The natural environment of a
building is therefore considered as part of the whole aesthetic experience when
encountering an edifice. The church of the Virgin in Pege cannot be fully experienced
without its surroundings, and as its name implies, its spring, whose stream is described
as gently bubbling: ) doent! BAICovea vadnvév 16 dwe xal moruey'®’. This example
shows how the use of a theme like the quietness of a stream provides the description of
a building with a new dimension and more depth in that it conveys a sense of movement
and sound that makes an ekphrasis more vivid. The aesthetic experience of buildings in
Constantinople therefore seems to be multidimensional as well as synaesthetic.

A further way of expressing aesthetic impressions is to use comparisons and
metaphors to compare the impression felt while seeing two different kinds of visual
objects. In his description of Hagia Sophia, Procopius compares the sight of the
receding columns to that of a choral dance:

’ \ Vg e ’ 3 gIN/ > 7 XN > \ y 2Q ¢ ~ ’ 9

ToUTWY 0% 0N @’ enaTepa xioves em’édagous elaiv, oUde alTol xaT evdv E0TTES, aAA
_ ~ 161

Elow 1aTa TYRUG TO UirvxAoy Womep Ev yopl aAAyAois vmebioTauevor.. .

% but the water comes forward gently, and silently touches the land and then quietly draws back.

"0 11ii.6, and a spring bubbling silently forth with a gentle stream of sweet water.

1°1'1.1.35, on either side of this are columns arranged on the pavement; these likewise do not stand in a
straight line, but they retreat inward in the pattern of the semicircle as if they were yielding to one
another in a choral dance.
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Here Procopius starts with depicting this phenomenon in technical terms — as we have
seen earlier that the expression quixuxAov was part of what he presented as technical
vocabulary — but he uses a metaphor to convey the actual impression provided by this
placement of the column. This impression of movement and image of the choral dance
recalls that of Philostrates’ Imagines 11.34, where the seasons seem to be dancing: doxei’
vag wor yopsvovaais Tais oats. The impression that a monument is about to move or is
moving also occurs in the description of Justinian’s statue which depicts the horse in
such a lively way that it seems about to move (oixe 02 Badiovuéve xai Tov mpoow Aaumods
ggouévw). This impression of movement is then explained by a very detailed account of
the exact position of the horse’s limbs:
T00QY TV TTPoTHWY GUEAEL TOY UEY AQITTEQOY UETEWPILE, WS EmBYTOUEVOY THS
énimpoadey ¥ijs, 0 0¢ 01 éTepos émi Tov Aidou monecioTal ol UmepSey éoTiy, ws TRHY
Baaiy éndebouevos: Tovs O¢ omaSiovs outw Evvarer wg, émeiday To un értyéely avToic
emBallot, év ctoinw elev...
In this sentence, it seems again that Procopius is painstakingly concerned with depicting
in the minutest details how an impression is produced by a certain work of art. He
manages to make us feel that we really have this bronze horse about to move right in
front of our eyes. He is also seemingly self-aware of this phenomenon of trompe-/’oeil
in his writing, and when he describes the Bosporus seemingly coming towards the
onlooker, it is not clear whether it is the real onlooker or the reader who has this
impression: daic &y motaudy TeSeioSar énimporSey mooomyel @ geidow iyra'®. This
undetermined onlooker could very well be the reader watching the Bosporus slowly

winding towards him from the page. Above all, this way of depicting monuments in a

12 Lii.6, indeed he holds his left fore foot in the air, as though it were about to take a forward step on the

ground before him, while the other is pressed down upon the stone on which he stands, as if ready to take
the next step; his hind feet he holds close together, so that they may be ready whenever he decides to
move.

'3 1.v.7, and you might think that you were looking at a river moving towards you with its soft stream.
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lively way, as if they were moving, shows that descriptions of static objects can have as
much évagyeia as scenes in motion —for example a hunt or a battle.

Another common element in the descriptions of Buildings 1, as we have already
seen, are comparisons with natural elements, like that of the meadow in Hagia Sophia.
In the description of Justinian’s statue in L.ii.10 there is also a natural comparison,
astronomical to be more precise, since the light flashing from the helmet of the statue is
compared to that of Sirius, the star of the end of summer (svar Tov onwervoy éxcivwy
aotépa). This is a classical literary image that can be found in both Homer and
Hesiod'®. Perhaps there is an attempt there to show Justinian as a Homeric hero, which
would be in keeping with the expression AyiAevs 9 eixwy. But Kaldellis argues
convincingly that this could be a veiled element of criticism as the simile is used in the

Iliad with negative connotations'®

. Another natural comparison is that of the snow-like
whiteness of stones in 1.iv.26, but this is a fairly self-explanatory one, more of a /ieu
commun than a meaningful image. This tendency to draw parallels with nature
culminates when Procopius uses the word ¢igig, in the description of the columns in the
shrine of the Archangel Michael in Byzantium: rov vewy xioves ypoiais it movuAAouevor
guge, and that of the gold that seems to have grown naturally on the shrine of the
Archangel Michael in Anaplus: xadmep it meguiss meouésurar®®

Conversely, when he describes a natural landscape, he compares it to a man-

made object. In the description of the bay of Constantinople, the land boundary is said

to bind the crown that the sea forms around the city, as if tying a half-crown or tiara:

14 Cf. Iliad V.5, Works and Days 415.
19 Kaldellis (2004), 53, Iliad XXI1.26-31.
1% 1.4ii.18 and Lviii.14
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The natural elements seem to be concurring here to adorn the city, as it is the
combination of the sea and the land which forms the tiara. This comparison to jewellery
is then echoed further on by the image of the necklace of churches built by Justinian on
the land about the gulf:

2 4 1 ~ / 2 1 ~ /’ ~ E ’ (4 4

avTiQiNoTInoUuEVOS Yag T SaAacoy aue! ToU XoAToU T eUmpemeiq, WTTEQ GoUE
- ; ~ 168

Tepiepel eynalwmoua Ta icpa TatTa vtédeiney...

This image of a necklace recalls the description of Smyrna by Aelius Aristides where he

compares it to a pearl necklace'®’.

Aporia

The danger that threatens the reader and viewer, when faced with marvellous
sights, is of being left speechless. This can be seen as well at the writer’s level, for
several times Procopius expresses his concern at the impossibility of his task
(duigava)'"as well as at the incredibility (&merov)'”" of his account of the buildings. He
even qualifies Hagia Sophia’s beauty as impossible to describe (duv39rw)' > This
rhetorical topos of the aunyavia of the rhetorician writing a panegyric is frequent in

fourth to sixth century writers such as Libanius, Julian or Eusebius'"® and is a means to

71v.10, thus the sea forms a crown about the city; the remainder of the city’s boundary is formed by

the land which lies between the two arms of the sea, and is of sufficient size to bind together there the
crown of waters.

' 1.vii.2, for seeking to rival the sea in lending beauty to the land about the gulf, he set all these shrines,
as in an encircling necklace, round about it.

' Aelius Aristides, Or. XVIL10.

"0F g 1.i.3, Lii.18.

Y1127, Li.72.

'721.1.28.

173 See Whitby, Ma. (2000), 60-61 for a comparison of rhetorical aporia in Buildings and other
panegyrics.
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create a “contrast between the magnitude of the honorand and the incompetence of the
speaker”'’®. Several times Procopius affirms his incapacity; in 1.i.50, it is both hopeless
for him to understand all the devices used by the builders to secure the stability of Hagia

Sophia, ras uev aAhas anacas duol eidévar e amogoy, and impossible for him to explain

them in words, xai Aoyw geacar aunyavov. In 1.1.64, he deems it impossible to give a
precise account of all the dedications made by Justinian in his rebuilding of Hagia
Sophia: &lunavra ey woacar axeiBoloyovuive aunygavoy amee lovotiviaves Bacidevs Tioe
avédnxey. This aporia is related to problems of accuracy and precision; for example, the
number of sacred edifices built throughout the Empire makes it impossible to enumerate

them all:

1 1 > 1 ~ ’ A} - ’ > ~ 4 ~ ’
Ta 0¢ ava macay damemovyuéva TV Pwuaiwy agyiy éxacta daptduciodal yalemoy
. 1
TE E0°T1 2ol Aoy TavTeA@s amogov...

There is a rhetorical dramatisation here in the gradation between gaAemoy and mavredds
amogov, not only because of the respective strength of the adjectives but the hyperbolic
adverb combined with the second one. This sentence is also interesting because it states
the goal of the whole of the Buildings as an aporic one from the start. The mention of
simple enumeration, diagtducioIau, is fitting as listing is one of the devices used by
Procopius in his work, even if he does not do it as much in the first book. The list seems
to be part of a certain aesthetic of exhaustiveness which we will encounter time and
time again across his corpus. The so-called incompetence of the speaker is directly
proportionate to his purpose of accuracy, and his will to do justice to the edifices, as

with the church of Michael at Anaplus:

174 11,
Ibid., 60.

'3 1ix.17, but to enumerate each of the sacred edifices which he built all throughout the Roman Empire

is a difficult, or rather a completely insurmountable task.
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The adverb émaéiws highlights this concern to give buildings a treatment in proportion to
their worth. This rhetorical question also enables him to mention the various elements
he could have articulated an ekphrasis around without going into details, that is, its
stoas, the sheltered structures and the charm of its marbles. This rhetorical concern to do
justice to a building goes to such length that Procopius does not even attempt to
describe the Palace in 1.x.10, because it is impossible to describe in words: ggagas O¢
avta Aoyw aunyave éotiy. However he does eventually offer an elaborate ekphrasis of its
entrance, which he affirms should suffice as an account of this building, according to
the saying that “we know the lion by its claw”, tov Adovra 2 dvuxos iruey'’’. The proverb
feels like an easy justification for his narrative choice of only describing the entrance of
the palace at length, which suits his strategy of writing only one extensive ekphrasis of
each type of subject, and the major architectural ekphrasis was covered by Hagia
Sophia. There is also an aungavia of the builder, experienced by Anthemius and
Isidoros who are said to be despondent (1.i.70, dvaeAmides) and to be dismayed ( 1.i.76,
aJuuor); soon, however, this difficulty is overcome with the help of Justinian.

But the use of aporia in the context of aesthetic experience is quite innovative
because the aporia is spatial, being related to buildings, and it is both subjective and
objective. This aesthetic aporia is described at great length in Buildings 1 when it seizes

the viewers of Hagia Sophia. In the first sentence of the description of the church, the

"7 1.viii.13, how could any man do justice to the work in describing the lofty stoas, the secluded buildings

within the enclosure, the charm of the marbles with which both walls and pavements are everywhere
arranged?
TTLx.11.
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author says it is Tofc uév dpdoy imeppués' ", overwhelming to those who see it, but he
does not explain what he means by that precise term until much further into the
description. He does give a partial explanation immediately afterwards: énfjorar wev yag
é¢ Tos obodvioy S5o)'"°

The word yag implies that it explains the expression, but the explanation does
not relate to this overwhelming experience, but rather to the impression of greatness
provided by the general aspect of the church in the city. When Procopius eventually
develops his description of this feeling, it is with ideas very close to those used by the
ancient novelist Achilles Tatius at the beginning of book V of his novel when he
describes the city of Alexandria'®. We can compare the way the narrator of Achilles
Tatius says that his gaze was dragged from one thing to another, éxgarer v Jav 1a
bodueva, exe T4 mposdonaueva'', to how Procopius presents the spectator’s attention as
drawn to every detail, aAla uededxer Tov opaluoy exaorov, xai uetabiBualer ogora
ép’¢avrd'®, and the way that in Achilles Tatius, the gaze is always unsatisfied, Searc
andpeatos Fumy'™>, to the very strong affirmation in Procopius, with two negative terms,
that no one has ever had enough of this spectacle, Tovrov xogoy ovdeis ToU Seauatos éAabe
MM. Both use the themes of shifting vision and the inability to satisfy one’s eyes.
In Achilles Tatius, the narrator exclaims: OpSaluof, vevixiueda'®®, accepting his failure

to impose his will on his sight, an idea that can be compared to the expression used by

78 Li27.

"7 Ibid., see earlier in this chapter for the whole sentence, its translation and a comparison with
Ammianus Marcellinus.

%0 0ddly enough, this ekphrasis of Alexandria has not been studied closely by any of Achilles Tatius’
critics, apart from a few pages in Morales (2004), 100-106.

81V 1.5, that which I actually saw kept my gaze fixed, while that which I expected to see would drag it on
to the next. Translation Gaselee (1917).

'"211.47, but each detail attracts the eye and draws it on irresistibly to itself.

By i4.

P63,

85V 1.5, Ah, my eyes, we are beaten.
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Procopius of an dunyavia 2 Ty &jw'*. This passiveness of the viewer may bring to
mind that of Constantius in Ammianus, gaping at Rome because he is dazzled on every
side by the array of marvellous sights'®’. The fact that both Achilles Tatius and
Ammianus are referring to the sight of cities as a whole shows that Hagia Sophia — a
single building — provides the same aesthetic effect as a whole city, just as the Pantheon
was compared by Ammianus to a city-district.

Indeed, several themes used in depicting the experience of aesthetic aporia in
Hagia Sophia draw on topoi of city-praise'*®; for example Aelius Aristides had already
used the idea of a shifting gaze in his praise of Smyrna:

1 E 1 (24 b ’ 174 ¢ ~ A} ’ ~ c ~ 1 E ’ 1 ~
xal 0U0EIS OUTWS EMElYeTal OO TIS 003 TO TPOTW TS 000U xal ol uetabaAlel To oyfua,
\ \ 9 \ \ ’ \ [} \ \ ~ ¥ 189
Ta wey nat’'opSaduovs dbia molovuevos, Ta O apirTeod TPo THS oYEwK...

This is another representation of the uncontrollable gaze which cannot be kept straight
ahead, even when one is in a hurry, but instead shifts. As for the trope of the unsatisfied
desire in the gaze, it is present in two different passages of his praise of Smyrna:

OUTE Yap Ex ToU ATTEOS TA TPOATTIO 0QWYTI X0p0S, &l Te TIS EEwSey mpoTopwn TRV
model, asl ToU 1gov Ol TO W) Inavis Exev...

Aristides uses the same word as Procopius to express the impossible satiety in gazing,
xopos, and he reinforces his statement in the second half of the sentence, in a similar

manner as when Procopius uses ovdsis and mwmote, with the combination of ae/ and w1

There is an emphasis on viewing as a desire which is obvious in the other passage from

his praise of Smyrna:

1%97.1.49.

' History, 16.10.13.

'8 On Buildings 1 and city-praise see Whitby, Ma. (2000).

" XVII.17, and no one is in such a hurry that he stares straight ahead at the road and does not change
his view, shifting that before his eyes to his right, and what was to his left before his gaze. Translation
Behr (1981).

Y0 XVII.17, you never have enough of gazing on the suburbs from the city, and if one should view the city
from without, there is, even more, always an absence of full satisfaction.
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This passage takes this aporia a step further, as it is not just about the act of viewing,
but the act of trying to understand, oi suAAaBeiv. There is a difficulty in grasping
everything at the same time, an impossibility in seeing all accurately which is also
particularly emphasised in Aristides’ praise of Rome:
meol Mg wm 0Tt eimely nata Ty atiay éoty, ald’ ovd' Deiv aiws alTiy, alX’ wg
alySis Agyov Tivos mavertou, waltov O0¢ Tol xaTéyovtos alTyy mavemTou Jeol Oei.
TIS YA AV To TATOE 00QY HOPUPAS HATEIAYUUEYAS T TEdiWY YouoUs exmemolauévous 4
Yy Tooyde els wids Todews ovoua TuvnyuEyyy, eita axpibis xaTedeaTaTo; amo ToIAs
To1a0TNS THOmIGS...
The impossibility of viewing everything accurately xata v abiay is first related to a
rhetorical claim of ineptitude of the writer in telling everything accurately. He then
proceeds with two rhetorical questions, on the impossibility of seeing the whole city
with its many hills and pastures, and on the impossibility of finding a place where one
could see it all. He even, in his praise of Corinth, formulates the idea that the eyes of all

men would not be enough to take everything in:

1 1 1 ~ 2 ~ ’ 7N 1 ’ 4 E 1 ¢ 14 b 1
xal Tepl wev ToU eldous THS MoAews Ti av Tig xai Aéyot, 0 ve 0l0E of mavTwy opJauol
. 193
AWPETY elT1y Dnavoi...

Experiencing architectural space so large it overwhelms its beholder makes the viewer
or reader experience aporia; it makes him realize the limits of his capacity to analyse

what he sees. Procopius affirms, through description, the fact that aesthetic experience

PUXVIIL4, there was that which cannot be expressed in words or firmly grasped by seeing it, but is

somehow elusive, yet ever afforded us the desire to comprehend it, the splendour which rose over the
whole city.

o2 XXVL1.6, far from being able to speak properly about it, it is not even possible to view it properly, but
truly some all-seeing Argos is required, or rather the all-seeing god who holds the city. For who upon
viewing so many occupied hills or the urbanized pastures of the plains, or a territory so extensive brought
together into the name of a single city, could accurately observe all these things? Where would be his
lookout point?

193 XLV1.25, and what would one say about the appearance of the city? Not even the eyes of all men are
sufficient to take it in.
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has an innate irrational aspect, like the fear that takes hold of the viewer when he sees
the dome of Hagia Sophia, even though he might know that it is not going to fall, at
least for the moment. If one defines this as parallel to experiencing the sacred through a
religious monument'”*, Procopius’ use of the theme in Hagia Sophia could perhaps be
approached as a Christian type of aporia, an experience that lifts the viewer’s mind as
described in 1.i.61: 6 voiic % of mpos Tov Sedv Ematpouevos depoBarei . This experience of
the sublime has been defined by James Porter, as “any confrontation with ‘a positive,

material object elevated to the status of [an] impossible Thing’'*°

that, simultaneously
fascinating and fearful, both invites and resists integration into symbolic frameworks of
understanding™®’. Needless to say, Hagia Sophia resists all attempts at analysis.
However, aporia is more than a simple topos in this text: it is programmatic and
structural. The problem that faces the viewer of Hagia Sophia is directly comparable to
that of the reader of the Buildings. There is in fact a conflict between two ways of
seeing Hagia Sophia and of reading the Buildings, and it is a conflict of scale. This
feature may be described as ‘two possible and contradictory responses’ in seeing Hagia
Sophia, the first one is ‘to be caught in “a single and most extraordinary harmony™’ and
the second ‘to be confused’ and have our ‘attention drawn from side to side by an

198 The reader can either cast his

overwhelming and bewildering plethora of riches
sight on the infinite number of coloured tesserae or try to have a global vision of the

whole work. It is nonetheless quite difficult to have that general vision when one’s eyes

are attracted and dazzled by a plethora of vivid details - Procopian poikilia at its best.

1% On the sacred in church ekphraseis, see Webb (1999), 59-74.
'3 And so his mind is lifted up toward God and exalted.

6 porter quotes Zizek (1989), 71.

7 Porter (2001), 65.

¥Elsner (2004), 308-309.
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Chapter Conclusion

The richness of this monumental ekphrasis of Constantinople can put us in a
state of critical aporia like the viewers of Hagia Sophia. One may see this as an ever-
regenerating aporia that makes the spectator feel as if it is always the first time he sees
the church'® or the first time he reads the Buildings. There is an overwhelming
pleasure, a genuine jouissance du texte’® in experiencing the extent of Procopius’
rhetorical skills, in trying to make out the architecture of his text as he tries to make out
the technical complexity of Hagia Sophia, that make us bloom in tiny colourful mosaic
cubes just like the senators of the Chalke mosaic. Indeed, Procopius could quite rightly
give himself airs in riding his chariot, like the Bosporus™', a chariot whose horses
might be word and sight, art and nature, imperial panegyric and self-sufficient
ekphrasis, easy pun and elaborate metaphor. On a large scale, the way Procopius uses
descriptions of buildings to build his panegyric can also be seen in the rest of his work
as he constantly uses material objects to constuct his history of the world of Justinian’s
reign, which will be seen in chapter 3. As for the constant concern for the natural
landscape that is being built and impacted on by Justinian in Buildings 1, it is another
salient aspect of Procopius’s work which the following chapter addresses. The
ekphrastic and periegetic aspects of Procopius’s prose are not just anecdotal features but
they are structural to his whole text as he takes us on a Grand Tour of Justinian’s world.
In the introduction to this chapter, I defended the choice of starting a study of Procopius
with the Buildings, a choice which might seem odd because it is often considered a

marginal text in his corpus. Some of the issues covered here will appear again, such as

9911.62.
29 Barthes (1973).
201

I.v.6.
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the technical aspects of his prose, the idea of literary poikilia, the omnipresent
exaggeration and the desire for exhaustiveness. Book I of the Buildings appears like a
high concentration of Procopian idiosyncrasies, and because my thesis focuses so much
on the digressive, it manifests itself as the apogee of that, as the digressive and
descriptive turns into the main event and the traditional narrative becomes peripheral. If
one asks the question: “why materiality?” I would like to think the answer is to some
extent the same as to the question “why ekphrasis?”. As Valentine Cunningham has
argued, the answer is because of its thereness:
Fundamentally, I suggest that thereness is what’s in question. Writing is always
tormented by the question of real presence, by challenges to knowability, by the
problematics of truth and validity, the difficulty of being sure about what it
might be pointing to outside of itself, by its deictic claims and desires, by what
its grammar of pointing, its this and that and there might be indicating, by what
if anything is actually made present to the reader when the text says, with Jesus
at the Last Supper and the priest at the eucharistic table, Hoc est .. ., thisis. ..
. The ekphrastic encounter seeks, I think, to resolve this ancient and continuing
doubting by pointing at an allegedly touchable, fingerable, thisness. It lays claim
to the absolute thereness of an aesthetic object, the thereness writing is (rightly)
so doubtful about, and seeks to corral that evident (or claimed) empirical, real,
truthfulness for itself and its own doings ***
Procopius is constantly over-describing, over-qualifying, and some might think that the
purpose of this might be an effet de reel, which is very true in some instances, but this
brings everything back to the conception of Procopius the reporter who is merely
providing accounts of real things, based on his own autopsy or adapted from sources.
Procopius does seem obsessed with material reality, or rather the illusion of reality, the
illusion of presence created by his writing. His descriptions are brimming with self-
awareness and self-consciousness for that reason. The illusion of thereness is such in his

work because it feels so material, and even sensual, as seeing and feeling are two main

axes of this materiality.

292 Cunningham (2007), 61.
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CHAPTER 2

THE MARGINAL SPACE: NATURE AND GEOGRAPHY AT THE

EDGE OF THE EMPIRE

The description of Constantinople, although mostly centred on the built
landscape, still showed a certain concern for the natural backbone of the city, something
particularly obvious in the description of its bay. Procopius is writing a material history
of the world under Justinian’s reign; he chooses to write his history in space, in a three-
dimensional manner, and one could argue that his work presents three facets: the Wars
which travels to the warfronts on the edges of the Empire, the Buildings as a travel-
guide of the built landscape which reads at times like a companion to the first work, and
the Secret History which covers the backstage and hidden corners of the Imperial court.
The representation of space and the natural landscape is also a fundamental link
between the Wars and the Buildings.

The choice of writing a history rooted so deeply in space is entirely self-
conscious and argued for in the Wars as a necessity for its readership, who cannot fully

293 Furthermore,

comprehend events without knowing about their geographical context
space appears to be a peri-textual device in the way its segmentation can be seen in

parallel to that of the text. Similarly the different textures and contour lines of the

landscape are mirrored by different textures in the fibre of the text.

9 Wars VIILi.7 ‘At this point in my narrative it has seemed to me not inappropriate to pause a moment,
in order that the geography of Lazica may be clear to those who read this history and that they may know
what races of men inhabit that region, so that they may not be compelled to discuss matters which are
obscure to them, like men fighting shadows’. This methodology can be applied to the overall writing of
the wars and Procopius’ descriptive style in general.
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The descriptions of landscapes are particularly effective in the way they not only
offer backdrops to the narrative, providing it with various atmospheres, but even
influence the reading of events. At opposite ends of the spectrum of geographical
moods, we find idyllic gardens with bubbling springs on one side and wild, deserted
mountains on the other. In a typically Procopian way, the same themes or words can be
used for completely opposite literary, generic and ideological purposes, as one can see
with natural elements such as water, which can be a blessing — for example in
Constantinople, but also a destructive evil when it is the cause of floods and shipwrecks.
Nature and the elements are ambiguous concepts in the whole of Procopius’ work, and
they function within a complicated dialectic relationship with the idea of culture, for

204 _ and the

example in the relationship between art and nature — as seen in Buildings |
impact of men on the landscape, particularly in terms of wars and the imperial imprint
of Justinian.

In the narrative of the Wars, geographical content is also the space for
picturesque excursuses that provide a feeling of escapism and put the reader in the place
of a tourist travelling along with the author. This periegetic aspect may lead one to
compare Procopius’ work to that of historians like Diodorus of Sicily, Polybius and
Josephus, and authors of specifically geographical works like Strabo, Pausanias,
Dionysius Periegetes and the periploi writers. One cannot help but notice that dealing
with geography enables Procopius to throw himself into precise technical accounts

aimed at explaining natural phenomena and digressions on the etymology of place-

names, showing once more his wide range of apparent knowledge, as certainly

9% See chapter 1, pages 33, 51 and 58.
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205 . . .
. Indeed, digressions are an essential

knowledge is power in the world of rhetoric
element in the construction of the author’s narrative persona, and geographical ones
allow him to present himself as the holder of knowledge and distance himself from the
poets with his rationalising stance. The notion of space itself appears like a cornerstone
in approaching Procopius’ work because it takes on many of the ambiguities and

tensions that exist in the scope of his three texts, but it also seems to be one of the major

elements that make a cohesive and coherent world spring out of them.

Noms de pays: le nom
Mais si ces noms absorberent a tout jamais |'image que j avais de ces villes, ce ne fut
qu’en la transformant, qu’en soumettant sa réapparition en moi a leurs lois propres
[...]. Ils exalterent l’idée que je me faisais de certains lieux de la terre, en les faisant
plus particuliers, par conséquent plus réels. Marcel Proust™
In this extract from Proust, the narrator shows the power of names and their
effect on his memory and his imagination. He claims that the names evoked a specific
image to him of the places they referred to, and contributed to making these places more
real to him. I would like to show that in Procopius’s work, names of places work
similarly, and that he uses their power of evocation to make the places he mentions

more real and tangible to his reader. In a way, names function almost as shortcut

ekphrases for the places they refer to.

2% On knowledge as an instrument of power in imperial culture, see Barton (1994) and Kénig and
Whitmarsh (2007).

2% Title and quote from Du cété de chez Swann 111. ‘But if those names assimilated for ever the image I
used to have of those cities, it was only by transforming it, only by subjecting its reappearance in me to
their own laws [...]. They exalted the idea I had of some places on earth, by making them more particular,
and therefore more real’.
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Procopius’s interest in names is stated as part of his methodology in treating
geographical objects, since in his account of the Euxine Sea in book VIII of the Wars he
claims he did not use myths but proceeded in the following manner:

amep ol dlaueTenTaTdal avayxalotaToy édokey elval, ol Ta puIWOn TEQ! AUT@Y

anmayyérovtt 7 alAws aoyaia, ovde omy moteé Iovrov Tot Evéeivov dedfvar oy
IpounSéa momral Aéyovar uudov yap iotopiay mapa moAv xexwoioSar oluar arl’ é
10 axpiBes dieblovTi T4 Te ovouaTa xal TG TEAYUATA, 000 01 Taviy émywoialel TWY
Témwy ncivwy éxdorw.”"
Both names and facts are of equal importance, as the expression ta e ovouata xal Ta
moayuata indicates. As for the use of diefiovrs, in its meaning of going through in speech
(as opposed to physically), it is common in Herodotus*”® and appears with a different
prefix but a similar meaning in Pausanias (=7 0¢ ue apixéadar ot Aoyov mpoow, mavra
buoiwe émebidyra T4 EMmuixd™™). The verb Zoxduar brings the imagery of journey to
these texts, establishing a parallel between travelling lands and travelling in the text.
Within this journey through places, names appear to be of particular importance. It is
also worth noticing that in this sentence, Procopius constructed an opposition between
myths on one hand, and names and facts on the other, when in fact, his etymological
explanations of names do sometimes have a connection to mythology.

Procopius appears to have an interest in etymology and strives to explain the
relationship between the name and the place whenever he can. More often than not, the

names denote a visual quality of the place in question. In the Buildings, the city of

Euroea in Epirus is presented with an explanation of its name:

7 Wars VIILi.12-13, these things it has seemed to me very necessary to investigate, not relating the

mythological tales about them nor other antiquated material, nor even telling in what part of the Euxine
Sea the poets say Prometheus was bound (for I consider that history is widely separated from mythology),
but stating accurately and in order both the names of each of those places and the facts that apply to
them at the present day.

%8 See for example 1.116, VIL77.

2% Pausanias L.xxvi.4, but I must proceed onwards with my narrative, as I will be going through all
Greece in my descriptions.
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v 0¢ TIc évTatda moAig agyaia, U0aTIy EMIEINS XA TaX0PNS 0UTG, OVOUATOS TE THS ToU
- . 210
gwoiov uoeds atiov émtuyotoa- Elpoia yap avéradey wvoualeto...

The relationship between the name and the place is here made obvious by the
expression ovouatos Te THs ToU ywelov pioeds adiov as it emphasises the fact that a name
should be fitting to the place with the adjective a&ios. The name Euroea, well-flowing, is
fitting as it brings to the reader’s mind the visual or physical qualities of the place it
designates. Procopius sets up his etymology of the name by describing the city first,
using the expression Udacty émends xataxopns. He gives another etymological
explanation of a name having to do with water later on in the Buildings, where the name
of the river Dracon is explained by the winding aspect of its stream which evokes that

of a snake:

TaUTNS 0F Qe THS MOAEWS AYYITTA TOTAWUOS, OVTEQ OUWVIULWS T() TyquaTi Apdxovta
HaAoUTIY 0f ETIxWEI0I. TEQITTOEQETAI Yap EMTTOUEVOS EQ EnaTEPR KAl AT EvavTiag
aUTG avTITEQIAYWY TAS O1vas, anoM® Te TQ) odiw, T wev év 0eig, T O év aploTEod
mooaicy... !
It appears that Procopius took the opportunity offered by the name Dracon, snake, to
launch into a description of the river’s stream which gives an impression of its lively
movement. There is something very fluid about this sentence, perhaps due to the
alliteration of sibilant fricative consonants, and the shorter periods contribute to
represent on the page the many changes in the course followed by the river. The

comparison between the river and a snake is expressed by the similarity in movement,

and use of verbs such as éAicow, which could be used to describe the coiling of a river as

1 Buildings IV .i.39, there was a certain ancient city in this region, abundantly supplied with water and

endowed with a name worthy of the character of the place, for it was called Euroea from ancient times.
" Buildings V .ii.6, Close to this city flows a river which the natives call Dracon from the course which it
Jfollows. For it twists around and coils from side to side, reversing its whirling course and advancing with
its winding stream, now to the right, now to the left.
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well as that of a snake'?. This type of etymological explanation can also be found in the
Wars; for example in VI.xiii.6 the place named Ancon is described as a pointed rock,
méToa Eyywvios, very similar to an elbow: ayxdvi yag émi mAcioTov dupegns. The use of
gupeons points out the fact that names seem to function as metaphors or similes for the
actual location”".

However, it is not only etymology itself which interests Procopius. He also
presents himself as a linguist curious about what things are called in other languages,
particularly Latin. In book II of the Wars, the Latin name of the place Strata is
explained by Procopius, saying that it means a paved road in Latin, and is also used by a
character, Arethas, to claim that it belongs to the Romans:

Apédag wev ody Pwuaiwy loyueileto elvat Tov %@oov, ovouaT TEXUROIOUUEYOS 0T O

T00S TAVTWY avwey étuxe (ZToata yap 1 éoTowuévy 0dos T4 Aativwy xalsital

QWVT) xal uapTvgials TalaloTaTwy avdely KoWIEVOS. ..

On this occasion, Procopius has a character use etymology in a strategic context, as
Arethas uses the name as a proof, ovouati Texuneiouevos, to claim both its Latin origin
and ownership. Procopius also uses this passage to educate his reader as to the meaning
of Strata in Latin, that is a paved road, érrewuévy odos. There is indeed a didactic aspect
to these explanations of names in other languages. There are some other examples of
Latin names which he explains for his reader; for example, Caputvada in book III of the
Wars: o0 oy KepaAny Bpayovs T4 ceetépa yAwaay xarotor Pwuaior. KamoitBada yap o
Tém0¢ meovayopeterarl . There is no explanation as to why it is so named, although one

assumes this is another descriptive name, as it is the name of a cliff. There is also the

*12 For example, in Iliad xxii.95 it is used to describe a snake coiling himself inside his lair waiting for his

prey.

1 Another example is in Wars VIILix.19 where a rough gorge is literally called Rough, Teagéa.

2% Wars 111.7, now Arethas maintained that the place belonged to the Romans, proving his assertion by
the name which has long been applied to it by all (for Strata signifies “a paved road” in the Latin
tongue), and he also adduced the testimonies of men of the most ancient times.

13 Wars 11xiv.17, the Romans call it in their own language “Shoal’s Head”. For the place is called
Caputvada.
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river Decennovium in book V of the Wars: gei 0¢ xai motaupos, ov AexeyvoBoioy T4
Aativwy ewvij xadobaw of émydeior, 6t1 1) dvveaxaidexa mepuiy oqueia’ C. This is another
example of a descriptive name, as it provides information on the length of the course of
the river, measured with mile-stones.

The meaning of names is something which appears to be invested with a
particular power in another example in the same book of the Wars, which sees a
digression on the origin of the name Beneventus. Initially, Procopius discusses the
change of name from Maleventus to Beneventus:

Ev toic nai BeveBevtos éotv, v maiar ey MaAeBevrov wvouacay Pwuaiol, Taviy O¢

BeveBevroy xatotor, gy amo Tol mpoTépou ovouaTos diapelyovtes PAacoquiay: Bévros

Vao Gveuov T4 Aativey ewvi dvatar... "

The Romans appear to have given a great deal of importance to the name of this city as
they changed the ominous sounding Maleventus into Beneventus®'®. Procopius
translates ventus into Greek for his audience who may not know Latin. He then
proceeds to a digression on the strong wind which gave the city its name with a
shocking description of how the wind would seize a man and his horse, whirl him
around in the air for a while before throwing him down and killing him.

Another example which refers to the Latin name of a place is in book VII of the
Wars and interestingly provides the names of two passes:

o povas elTodovs oTevas paliota évtatda moicital, @y atépa uév Ilétoa Aluatog

T4 Aativwy ewvij xéxhytal, AaBotlay 05 Ty éTéoay xalely of émyworior
VEVOUIXATIY. .

21 Wars V.xi.2 and a river also flows by the place, which the inhabitants call Decennovium in the Latin

tongue, because it flows past nineteen milestones.

" Wars V .xv.4, among these towns is Beneventus, which in ancient times the Romans had named
Maleventus, but now they call it Beneventus, avoiding the evil omen of the former name, “ventus”
meaning wind in the Latin language.

218 Beneventus’ famous change of name is also reported by Pliny the Elder(II.xi.16).

21 Wars VILxxviii.7, they form there only two extremely narrow passes, one which has received the
name of “Rock of Blood” in the Latin language, while the natives are used to calling the other one
Lavula.
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Although Procopius does not give the exact name of the pass in Latin, he provides its
Greek translation, ITétea Aiuatos. However, when he provides the name of the other
pass in the language of the indigenous people, he does not translate it. It is clear that
Procopius does not have a systematic method when referring to names, their translations
and etymologies, but rather provides what he thinks might be of interest on each
occasion. The other reason why all these Latin names and their explanations are of
interest for us is because of the question whether Procopius read Latin authors. It is
difficult to determine from a few examples his actual knowledge of the language, but it
is undeniable that he had at least a solid interest in it.

Another aspect which names can offer in the narrative, aside from their
descriptive and linguistic aspects, is their relationship with mythology. Even if
Procopius claims not to use myths**, he uses them to explain some names. An example
of this is his explanation of the name of the mountain called Mt. Circacum, which he
explains while distancing himself with this opinion:

ng ayyota opos 7o Kignaioy éotiv, of Tov Odvacéa 1§ Kigny EvyyeveaSar paaiv, duol

UeY oU ToTa Aéyovtes, émel év vijow ‘Ounpos Ta s Kipnmg oixia ioyveiletal

ehvar...”!

At first, Procopius states his scepticism, with o0 mera**?, and bases his incredulity on
the fact that Homer clearly identified Circe’s dwelling as an island, év wjow. But he does

not stop here, and offers a theory which goes towards confirming Mt. Circacum as the

location of Homer’s Circe:

22 Wars VIILi.12-13, these things it has seemed to me very necessary to investigate, not relating the

mythological tales about them nor other antiquated material, nor even telling in what part of the Euxine
Sea the poets say Prometheus was bound (for I consider that history is very widely separated from
mythology) [...].

! Wars V xi.2, very near is Mt. Circaeum, where they say Odysseus met Circe, though the story seems
untrustworthy to me, for Homer declares the home of Circe an island.

%22 This expression is used repeatedly by Procopius when dealing with mythical or paradoxical content;
see the last chapter of this thesis for this strategy of distancing himself from this type of material.
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Eneivo uévtol éqw eimely, ws To Kipratoy Toiro, émi moAv T Saraaans diijxoyv, vijow

SUQepES ETTI, nal TOIS Te TAéouTIy ayyiaTa Toic Te &5 TN éxcivy niova Badilovar vijoog

doxel éml mAcioTOY elvatl. nal émeiday Tic &V alTQ YévyTal, TOTE 01 UETAUAVIAVEL

YevaSiyas ¢ d6Ens T4 modTeom..
Procopius’ theory is based on the appearance of Mt. Circaeum, which, because it
advances into the sea, is similar to an island, vjow éupeoés. What he describes then, is
the impression that both people sailing close to it and those walking on its shore have,
which is that it appears completely like an island with the emphasis of éni mAzioro.
What transpires is that Mt. Circaeum has a deceptive appearance, as the infinitive
YevoIivas indicates. Procopius finishes his explanation by stating that this might be why
Homer called it an island. This example is a fascinating take on rationalising the
geography of Homer***. This story of a deceptive mountain which looks like an island
and would have also tricked the famous poet into referring to it as an island might be a
play around the fact that its eponymous character was herself deceiving. As for
Procopius’ pose of distancing himself from poets, it is only partially effective as the
conclusion of his explanation is to justify Homer.

There are other names of places which are explained by mythical and literary
background in the Wars. For example in Wars VIILii.10 where he claims Athenae is not
called this because it is an Athenian settlement but because a woman called Athenae

225

used to rule it™”, and in Wars VIILii.11-14 the city Apsarus is supposed to have been

originally called Apsyrtus after the character in the Argonautica®*®, a theory that he

2 Wars V xi.3, However I am able to say this, that this Mt. Circaeum, extending very far into the sea, is

similar to an island, and to those sailing close to it and those walking the shore there, it looks just like an
island. And when one gets on it, he then realises that he was deceived in his impression formerly.

** Something which Strabo and the mostly fragmentary Eratosthenes both do in their geographical
works.

2 In Arrian, Periplus Ponti Euxini 4.1 (ed. Silberman) the name of the town is explained by a temple
dedicated to the goddess Athena.

% Ibid. 6.3, Arrian uses the same etymological explanation and mentions the tomb. It is possible that
Procopius read and used Arrian in his account of Apsarus. On Procopius having read and used Arrian, see
particularly Cameron (1985), 216-217.
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backs up with the observation that Apsyrtus’ tomb is supposedly situated nearby. But
what is interesting with many of the examples is their relationship to the paradoxical.
For example, in Wars VIL.xxvii.17-20, Procopius dismisses the claim that Scylaeum
was named after the mythological monster Scylla, but instead he argues that it was
called Scylaeum on account of a fish called ‘scyllax’, and then proceeds on a long
digression that gives other examples of incorrect — and paradoxical — explanations
which have been given to names of places. The island called ‘Dog’s head’ for example,
led people to think it was inhabited by people with dogs’ heads, and similarly a
mountain called ‘“Wolf’s helmet’ led to the same confusion about its inhabitants having
wolves’ heads**’. These examples allow him to reflect on names which are originally
appropriate to what they describe, until people start entertaining false opinions and start
rumours that poets give fuel to, as is expected from their art. It is quite obvious here that
Procopius does not want to be associated with poets and myths, and instead is intent on
a rational stance towards anything paradoxical. But some of his own explanations of
names can seem doubtful, such as his explanation of the river Acampsis’ name in Wars
VIIL.ii.7-8 which he takes to mean axauntos, unbent, which would be fitting to its strong
current. It seems that ancient authors with an interest in etymology were just as
interested in the different interpretations that could be given to names, even if
erroneous”".

Sometimes, the name of the place is a pretext for further etymology, as in the
example of Sardinia in Wars VIII.xxiv.38-39. He derives from Sardinia’s name the

name of a plant which gave the expression ‘sardonic laughter’ because, when eaten, it

27 Wars VILxxvii.19 and VIL.xxvii.20.

**¥ Heliodorus in particular is another literary author fond of etymology (cf. Aethiopica ILxxiv etymology
of Hypata, I1.xxv names of hero and heroine, II1.xii the name Homer, V xiii amethyst, VIIL.xi the
pantarbe ring, IX.xix relationship between word for arrow and bone and IX.xxii the Nile). See Bowie
(1995), 269-280 for his names, as well as Jones (2006), 548-562, particularly 549 on incorrect etymology.
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makes one die in convulsions similar to laughter. The relationship between name and
place here is made complicated by adding another layer of etymology. In this example,
it is not a particular quality of the place which engenders its name but its name which is
used to qualify something, and from there derives another expression.

Procopius’ interest in names of places therefore is not only related to his
predisposition for the visual and the way names can evoke visual qualities, and thereby
be visual as much as objects, but it is also deeply related to linguistic issues and the
fundamental problem of the arbitrary relationship between words and what they
represent; a problem which applies to his own work and its relationship with the

material world it evokes.

The segmentation of space

This problem of the relationship between the material world and the text is
particularly apparent in the general treatment of space. Just like a text, space can be cut,
broken down and divided into pieces. Through this segmentation it is organized and
made sense of, instead of remaining as a block®*’. Obviously, this editing process is
important in terms of narrative strategy, but also because of its political and ideological
connotations™". Furthermore, it appears that historical and geographical writing go hand
in hand as both spatial and temporal concerns found their place in ancient

historiography.”'

¥ On how ancient geographers divided and organised space, see Geus (2004) 11-26 on Eratosthenes.

% Nicolet (1991) remains an authority on how the representation of space is suffused with political
ideology, in the case of the early Roman Empire, looking at the Res Gestae and Agrippa’s map.

! This appears to be particularly the case of late antique historians as per Merrills (2005) which
examines this phenomenon in three late antique authors; Orosius, Jordanes and Isidorus of Seville. In the

80



Envisioning Byzantium

Firstly, the way geographical space is divided in Procopius’ three works needs to
be examined if one is to look at the representation of material reality in his writings. The
order in which places are treated is not random but has a purpose which is sometimes
even expressly claimed by the author. In the Secret History the author announces his
plans for the work in terms of the geographical situation of the action in opposition to
the Wars:

1 1 b /’ > ’ ’ ~ 2 ’ /7 b A4 ~ /’
Ta 0¢ EvIevde oUXETI pot Teomw TQ) elpmuévew Evyneigetal, émel évraida yeyoadetal
\ 7 ~ ~ 232
TavTa, omooa O TETUYMHE Yevéodal mavTayon T Pwuaiwy apxis...

The books of the Wars — that is, not including book VIII — are organised depending on
where the action is set, whereas by contrast this work covers everywhere all at once.
There appears to be a form of deliberate organization in the way the narrative always
comes back to Byzantium in a very centralised manner which parallels the organisation
of the text around the imperial couple as its nucleus. It also reflects their inescapability,
which is a theme expored by the narrative, for example with Photius and his desperate
attempts to flee Theodora’s persecution®”.

In the Buildings, Procopius refers several times to a geographical order. In 1.1.19,
he explains his decision to start with Byzantium:

»v N 2 ’ 1 b ’ 1 14 ~ /7 ’ > /’ 1 v
eim 0’ay ebtotws Ta év Bulavtio maga mavra T4 Aoyw xoymis. dexouévou yap Epyou,
xaTa 01 TV maAaioy Aoyoy, mposwmoy xom Jeueva TYAGUYES...

His choice is presented as obvious with the adverb eixorws, and he uses both an
architectural metaphor, with the word xgnmis, and a quote from Pindar (Olympians V1.4)

to support it. In I1.1.2-3, he presents his plan to pursue describing the fortifications built

case of Orosius, he states that ‘this deliberate emphasis upon the exotic kingdoms of the east, north and
south demonstrated Orosius’ own escape from Romano-centric models of history”’ (ibid, 98).

32 Secret History 1i.1, from here onwards, this plan of composition will no longer be followed by me,
since I will write here everything as it has happened in every part of the Roman empire.

3 Secret History 1ii.22-25.

% And with good reasons the buildings in Byzantium, beyond the rest, would serve as a foundation to my
narrative. For “at the beginning of a work”, as the ancient saying goes, “one must set a front that shines
afar”.
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on the limits of the Roman territory after he has dealt with the buildings in
Constantinople and to start with the Persian frontier: éx 0z opiwy Ty Mundixiy aolacSa
ol wor Gmd Teomou Eofey elvarl™ . Procopius appeals both to his own judgment here with
wor Edobey but also to custom with rgomov. But it is not common for geographers to start
with Persia; for example Strabo’s geography starts at the columns of Hercules and does
not get to Persia until book XV. The obvious reason why Procopius would start with
Persia is that it self-referentially corresponds to the order of his own work, the Wars,
which starts with the Persian wars. In Buildings 11L.ii.1, he refers to proceeding in
geographical order again with Mesopotamia in continuation to his previous account
(aobouat 0¢ amo T@y év Meaomotauia yweiwy, omws 01 0 Aoyos Tols EumpoaYey wot
dedimymuévors mooaeyis Gyorro... ) C.

As for the Wars, their geographical organization is presented as polarized around
East and West™’ in the opening line of the work:

ITgoromios Kaioagevs Tovs moréuovs Euvéyoadey ovs Tovotiavos o0 Pwuaiwy Bacilets
700 BagBapovs dmyeyne Tols Te e@ous xal éTTepiovs, WS T alT@Y ExaaT Euvmyiydn
yevéodar.. >t
This is reminiscent of Herodotus in the polarisation between East and West (rovs e
e@ous xal ermepious) and the contrast between Greeks and barbarians. Procopius follows
this plan by treating the Persian wars in book I and II, the Vandalic wars in book III and

IV, and the Gothic wars in book V, VI and VII. These three different theatres appear to

be both the backdrop and the main object of the narrative.

23 And it seemed to me that starting from the Persian border was not against the custom.

28 [ will start from the places in Mesopotamia, so that I may take my account forward, continuing in
order from the places I have described earlier.

>7 For an interesting study of east-west and north-south polarization in Antiquity, see Bowersock in
Harris (2007), 167-178.

¥ Procopius of Caesarea has written the history of the wars which Justinian, Emperor of the Romans,
waged against the barbarians of the East and of the West, relating separately the events of each one.
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There are very few passages which are set in Constantinople itself aside from
major events like the Nika riots and the plague; it seems that Procopius kept all the
action set in the capital for the Secret History. The Wars appear to revolve around the
periphery of the Empire and often focus on the peripheral and even paradoxical aspect
of these spaces. As for book VIII, it deals with what happened after the publication of
the previous books on all fronts. The introduction of book VIII reflects on the method
used in the previous books as well as their diffusion:

oTa, ey aypl ToUOE wor dedmymTai, THoe Suyyéyeantar fmeg duvata Eyeyover Emi

gwolwy £@’wy O coya Ta moliuia EvvmvéxSn yeviaSar dieAovTi Te xal aguoTauive

Tobs Adyous, oimep 0 eEeveySévres mavraxsd dedidwvrar Tic Pwuaiwy doxic...>"
It is striking here that Procopius’ work, which dealt with what happened in every corner
of the empire, is then said to have been diffused everywhere — mavragod, literally ‘in all
directions’. Space seems to be a literary concept which reflects the state of the text
itself.

It is therefore not surprising that Procopius is so concerned with the organisation
and division of space and writes lengthy digressions on the division of the continents in
particular. This controversial geographical issue is tackled by him in three different
passages, one in the Buildings and two in the Wars. In Wars 111.1.4, Procopius offers an
introduction to world geography in order to explain the distribution of the Empire
between Arcadius and Honorius:

[egihayBaver uev xuxdo iy viy wxeavos 1 Evumacay 1 Ty moAAy: ov yag mw

TaQEs T ap@ avTQ louey: axiler 05 avTny dixa s qmeigovs dlo éxgom Tis an’ auTol

1 ~ c ’ 2 14 ~ 1 4 A} ’ \} 7 2 Al
raTa THY eoméploy eioBaltovaa woipay xal TauTyy 0N Tolouuwivy TV Jalacaay, amo
’ \ ) ’ ) PR \ \ ~ ’ ’ 240
Tadeipwy pev apkapévy, éc airqy 0 Ty Maiddtiy dmpovoa Aiuvyy...

3% <The narrative which I have written up to this point has been composed, as far as possible, on the
principle of separating the material into parts which relate severally to the countries in which the
different wars took place, and these parts have already been published and have appeared in every
corner of the Roman empire’.

% Now the earth is surrounded by a circle of ocean, either entirely or for the most part (for our
knowledge is not as yet at all clear in this matter); and it is split into two continents by a sort of outflow
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The way the earth is divided does not seem to be much of a problem here even though
Procopius admits not knowing for sure how much ocean there is surrounding the earth.
The two continents’ division is described precisely with two landmarks, Gadira and the
Maeotic lake. Procopius then goes on to discuss how far those continents extend and
even provides various distances in his account (eighty-four stades between the
continents at the southern Pillar of Hercules and ten stades at Hieron, two hundred and

eighty-five days’ journey between the two Pillars etc.)**!

. The choice of placing this
long digression at this stage of the narrative is explained by Maria Cesa as a way of
visually marking the hinge between the different narratives of the Persian and the
Vandalic war***,

Nevertheless, this division of the continents is presented in a much more
problematic way in Buildings V1.1.6-8, and in Wars VIII.vi a whole chapter is solely
devoted to this matter. The passage in the Buildings does not provide explanations but
states that the question is a source of conflict and refers to his passage in the Wars
devoted to it (TouT@y yag 07 évera dauayovrar meos aAAplovs of TaiTa copoi, fmeo v
Aoyois ot Toic vmep Ty moAduwy dednrwTar mepiyyovuéve Tov El€eivoy raloduevoy
movrov)* ™. The subject is presented as particularly sensitive with the expression

dauayovrar and one cannot help but be curious as to who those gogor people are. Indeed,

Wars VIIL.vi sees a lot of references to various literary authorities such as Herodotus,

from the ocean, a flow which enters at the western part and forms this Sea which we know, beginning at
Gadira and extending all the way to the Maeotic Lake.

I On the concept of distance in Procopius’ work, see next part of this chapter.

2 Cesa (1982), 195, « e mi sembra notevole il fatto che Procopio abbia sentito il bisogno di inserire un
excursus di questo genere (in cui appunto tale distinzione risulta in modo quasi visivo), proprio all 'inizio
di quella sezione dei Bella in cui tratta la politica occidentale di Giustiniano, quasi per tracciare con
maggior chiarezza uno stacco tra la prima e la seconda fase delle guerre dell imperatore ».

¥ In regard to this question those who are learned in these matters are in conflict with one another, as
has been made clear in the books of the Wars in the course of my description of the sea called Euxine.
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Aeschylus and Aristotle; interestingly enough a historian, a poet and a philosopher,
perhaps as a heavy-duty captatio benevolentiae.

In VIIL.vi.12-14, he quotes Herodotus’ Histories IV.45 on the opinion that the
earth is separated into three continents, Libya, Asia and Europe, and on the problem of
the dividing line between Europe and Asia being either the river Phasis or the Tanais®**.
He also refers to the poet Aeschylus in VIIIL.vi.15, stating that the opening of
Prometheus unbound mentions the Phasis river as the limit of Asia and Europe.
Interestingly, Arrian uses the same passage of Herodotus in Periplus 19.1, and quotes
the same line from Aeschylus in Periplus 99.22.** As for Aristotle, he claims in
VIIL.vi.19-20 that he was so worried about the question of the current in the Euripus
strait that he worried himself to death. All these references justify Procopius’s own
interest in these questions of land division that drive him to devote this whole chapter to
it. But this also offers the occasion for him to give us a general reflection on his
methodology in VIIL.vi.9-11 where he states not only that usually when men discover
an argument backed up by the ancients, they do not make the effort to find out the truth
or learn about modern theories, but that with rivers and lands one simply has to see for
oneself. Procopius’ method on the other hand can then be described as an autopsy
backed up by literary sources>*’.

The division of lands is evoked in many instances in Procopius’ work, with
different ways of approaching how this division is done. The ethnographical approach,
for example, consists of dividing the lands on account of where different nations live. In

Wars 1.xix.1-35, Procopius describes the lands of Palestine, Egypt and Ethiopia, in

** Jordanes Getica V.45 sets the Tanais as the boundary between Asia and Europe — however Getica

V.32 gives the Rhipaecan mountains instead, following Orosius.

3 See Cameron (1985), 216-217 on the fact that Procopius seems to have used Arrian’s Periplus but
never refers to the work explicitly or acknowledges his use of it.

%% On the opposition between autoptic and literary constructions of the world, see Elsner (1994).
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order that his readers may know where Ethiopians and Homeritae live and therefore
understand the alliance between those people in the war against the Persians. In Wars
V.xv.16-20, he explains how Italy is divided among its inhabitants, citing a great

number of them?>*’

. He gives the situation of all these people and of the main cities of
Italy. But conventional limits between people are not fixed, as one can see in Buildings
II.viii.3 where Procopius says that when the Romans and Persians share a border, they
usually try to push out of their respective territory (yerrovotiow exatepwy arrqrors yweia,
bouduevol Te amd TV oixeiwy dupéregor)” . Interestingly enough, there is a
personification in Buildings 1V.viii.12 of a lake in Rhegium and the sea which are said

on the contrary to respect the limits they have fixed:

2 1 \ c ’ 14 b / \} b /’ b sC 1
Emetday 0 w¢ mARTIaiTaTa rwyTal, avayaiTiCouTt TYY Emppony, £ tauTas

. 249
EmoToéQovaal, Womep Evtatda Ta opla geiot mytaucval...

This image of the two flows controlling themselves appears quite striking with the use
of the verb avagairiCovar which is usually used to talk about a rider controlling his horse.
The natural elements are presented as more controlled than men. One cannot help but
make the distinction between natural boundaries and cultural boundaries; the former
being stable (although not undisputed, as the example of the limits of Europe and Asia
showed) and the latter by essence of a more fluid type.

There is one example where a boundary is ambiguous, both natural and
artificial: the wall separating Brittia, in Wars IV.xx.42-46. Procopius states that men of
ancient times (of maAas) built a wall cutting the island into two parts. He remains

mysterious on who those ancient men were and why they built this wall. He then

e, Calabrians, Apulians, Samnites, Piceni, Bruttii, Lucani, Campani, Locrians, Thurii, Epirotes,

Siscii, Suevi, Carnii, Norici, Dacians, Pannonians, Ligurians, Albani and Tuscans.

**¥ The territories of the two peoples are adjacent to each other, and both people push out from their own
territory.

** But when they come very close, they check their flow and turn upon themselves, just as if they had
fixed their limits there.
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proceeds to describe how different the lands on either side are; the east side with fertile
land abundant in good things like crops and springs of water, and with a temperate
climate, the west side the exact opposite — he goes as far as to say that a man could not
survive half an hour there with all the wild beasts and the pestilent air. Sadly, Procopius
does not explain whether the wall was constructed because of this problem or if the
problem came from the fact that men never crossed the wall and left the other side wild
and untouched. The wall is more interesting as a literary device that permits him to
show his great descriptive skills in drawing the picture of two drastically opposite

environments>>’,

The segmentation of space in Procopius works within different concerns
common in his work. The division of his own text according to geography can be seen
as self-referrential in the case of the Buildings which mirrors the organisation of the
Wars, as well as nodding towards earlier writers in the case of the Wars where
East/West polarisation evokes historians such as Herodotus. Procopius’s interest in the
division of continents and lands also allows him to refer to various earlier authorities
and present his history as informed and learned as far as geography is concerned. Last
but not least, his representation of boundaries is often articulated around the opposition
of natural and cultural — or political — boundaries. This provides him with the occasion
to write evocative descriptions where natural elements are represented as clear physical

boundaries.

9 Britain (if it is indeed what Procopius’s Britia is supposed to be) has a tradition of being represented in

ancient literature as a marvellous/paradoxical land. For representations of Britain and the North Sea as
antipodean, see Romm (1992), 140-149.
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Travelling in the text

The obvious way to experience space and landscapes is by travelling, and this
travelling through space mirrors in some ways the journey of the reader through the
text. Travelling seems to be a primary concern in Procopius’ work, and it is represented
in many ways, for example with the army travelling in the Wars™' or with persecuted
characters fleeing the imperial couple in the Secret History.

One of the main notions at stake in travel is that of distance, a notion which is
crucial in the representation of space. Procopius uses the stade as unit of measurement
in order to provide his reader with accurate distances (sixty-six times across his

work?>?

), but he also alternatively uses days of journey to measure distances (fifty-three
occurences°). This alternative way of expressing distances presents distance as an
experience instead of using stades - which can seem less concrete™”.

This hodological approach to space, based on the paths and means of
communication, draws a dynamic map of the Byzantine oikoumene in Procopius’s text,

particuliarly in the Wars where it draws a constant movement towards the periphery.

Mapping space in terms of itineraries as opposed to topography is a salient aspect of

»1 For a perspective on military travel in Late Antiquity, in the particular case of Cilicia, see Elton

(2004). The difficulties caused by the mountains in the area (Taurus and Amanus) particularly resonate
with Procopius’s own presentation of military travel.

2 Wars Lviii.10, Lix.14, 1.x.4, Lx.14, Lxv.9, Lxvii.4, Lxvii.7, Lxix.3 Lxviii.4, Lxxi.6, L.xxi.9, IL.v.29,
IL.xi.1, IL.xii.4, 1Li.7, 111.1.12, 1I1.i.17, HLxiv.4, [I1.xv.15, HLxvii.2, Hl.xvii.3, II1.xvii.7,
IL.xvii.8,.xvii.16, ITL.xvii.17, IIL.xviii. 11, IT.xviii.12, HI.xix.1, H1.xix.23, IV.ii.4, IV .xiii.32, [V .xiii.32,
1V.14.40, IV.xv.12, IV.xix.9, V.i.15, V.i.16, V.i.17, V.xi.1, V.x1.2, V.xiv.4, V.xvii.6, V.xvii.13, V.xxvi.4,
V.xxvi.6, VLiii.4, VLiv.7, VLiv.8, VLiv.9, VLiv.22, VIL.vii.19, V1.xiii.7, VI.xvi.18, V1.23.6, VI.xxiv.22,
VILiii.22, VIL.xviii.19, VIIL.xxvi.4, VIL.xxviii.2, VILxxviii.18, VIILii.22, VIII.xx.5, VIII.xxix.4,
VIII.xxxii.27, Buildings 1.v.13, V1.iii.3

23 Wars Lviii. 10, Lxv.2, Lxv.27, Lxix.13, L.xix.27, L.xix.28, IL.v.4, ILvii.4, IL.xix.2, ILxxiv.13, ILxxv.1,
IL.xxix.19, 111.1.9, 11L.i.10, I11.i.12, IL.i.13, I1Li.14, 11L.i.15, 11L.i.16, 111.i.17, 111.1.18, I1.viii.5, 111.x.14,
1L.xiv.17, IIL.xv.8, III.xvi.9, III.xxiii.5, IV .x1ii.23, IV.xiii.33, IV .xiii.42, V.xiv.6, V.xv.20, VIL.vii.38,
VIL.xi.5, VI.xxiii.6, VIL.xxiii.12, VIL.x1.8, VIL.x1.36, VII.x1.44, VIIL.ii.3, VIIL.ii.21, VIILiv.10, VIIL.v.29,
VIIL.v.33, Secret History xxx.3, xxx.5, Buildings 1l.iv.1, I1L.i1.5, 111.111.9, IV.ix.17, IV.x.9, V.iii.15, VLiii.4
% However in Wars 111i.17, he does give the equivalent measurement between stades and days, stating
that ‘one day of journey extends to two hundred and ten stades, as far as from Athens to Megara’.
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ancient and medieval cartography, as with the Peutinger Table which represents the
road network of the Roman Empire”*°. Using days as opposed to stades also gives a
special importance to the journey; a notion that seems to tie together Procopius’s three
texts, since the word 0dog is used a hundred and ninety times homogeneously throughout
his work. This interest in the journeys of the characters in Procopius’s text expresses
itself by giving an important place to the act of travelling in the narrative, putting it
centre stage as opposed to treating it as a mere travelling interlude between the battle
narratives> .

Procopius provides a lot of information on the means used to travel, whether on

258
.In

foot, on horse or by boat, and the difficulties associated with different terrain
Buildings 11.iv.1 for example, he mentions that the territory extending from Daras to
Rhandios cannot be crossed by waggons and horses (avauaeuros te xal apimmos 6Aws),
but will take two days for someone unemcumbered (sv{wvw avdei). Procopius’s interest
in the different means of travelling also ties in to his interest in making and
engineering™”. In fact, travelling by sea provides him with the opportunity for technical

digressions on boats and the way they are made. For example in Wars 1.xix.23-26 he

goes on an ethnographical as well as technical digression where he explains how Indian

23 Brodersen (2001) refutes the common idea that the Romans had scaled maps, and demonstrates the

importance of itineraries in the representation of geographical knowledge in the Roman world. On Greek
and Roman maps, see also Dilke (1998) for a general overview.

% On the Peutinger Table, see Levi and Levi (1967) with a good reproduction of the table, and recently
Talbert (2010). Another interesting ancient example of a map is the one in the “Artemidorus papyrus”, for
which, see Talbert (2008).

237 Travelling was a central narrative feature in the ancient novels, as shown in Morgan (2007). Morgan
demonstrates that travelling has a symbolical aspect in both Chariton with the journey from West to East,
and in Heliodorus with the spiritual ascent from Greece to Egypt to Ethiopia. In Xenophon, there is no
symbolical meaning, but a real interest in travelling itself — as it constitutes much of the plot.

¥ It is worth mentioning that travel literature in the form of itineraries was popular in the ancient — as
well as late antique — world. Examples of itineraries include the Bordeaux itinerary; on which, see Elsner
(2000), the Antonine itinerary; on which, see Talbert (2007), Theophanes’ journey (P.Ryl. IV.627-38), on
which; Matthews (2006) and Egeria’s travels; on which, see Wilkinson (1999).

% On technical descriptions in Procopius, see chapter 1 of this thesis for architectural ones and chapter 3
for siege-engines.
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boats are different, proceeding to demonstrate how they are built and why they are made
of different materials, assembled by cording rather than iron because Indians do not
have iron and it is forbidden for them to buy foreign materials.

The different means of travelling can appear polemical when the movement of

d*. In Wars VI.xviii.1-2, he represents Belisarius and John

an army is concerne
discussing whether it is better to go by land or sea in order to reach Rome, Belisarius
arguing that going by land would take longer (7l yao iotior yoovov te apior Tetoifeada
mAeiw). The difference in the length of journey is rather important as sailing with a
favouring wind (mAsovar uev avéwou e apigv émeogov) would take them to Rome on the
fifth day as opposed to marching by land (¢reat® [...]mel7; ) which would take at least
forty. The difference between the two modes of travelling is even more crucial because
of the Romans’ perilous situation, while they are suffering a siege, the shortest delay
could ruin the situation irremediably (Bgagvraryy Tei3ny Ta avireora AvuaveioSar Tois
noayuaat). Indeed, in the context of a war, a lot is at stake in travelling and the wrong
choice of road can ruin the outcome. An example of a bad itinerary choice is the one for
which Procopius reproaches Belisarius in Secret History 11.24-25. He chooses the
longest road to Sisauranon which would have taken half the time if only he had gone via
Nisibis, and ventures that the general could have plundered the whole of Assyria and
rescued the prisoners from Antioch. Making the right choice of itinerary therefore
seems to be one of the things that makes one a good general.

Travelling is not represented as an easy thing in Procopius’s work; on the

contrary, there are abundant expressions used to convey its difficulty. On the other

260 perhaps this is even more interesting when one thinks of Howard-Johnston’s (2000), 19-30 claim that

Procopius was working for Belisarius as a structural engineer whose expertise would include roads,
bridges and dams. Even though I do not believe it to be the case, one cannot deny Procopius’s interest in
means of communication.
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hand, the idea of accessibility is strikingly uncommon in his texts, the word eimgogodog
for example only appears five times, out of which two are combined with the negative
077®" and two others are used to characterise people, one time as a quality of
Belisarius™* and another time as a flaw of Justinian®®, in an interestingly reversed
mirror-image. Inaccessibility however is everywhere, with nine Jigodos, nine dvomposados,
twenty aBatos, twelve amogevtas, and thirty amogos. Furthermore, travelling is not only
difficult, or impossible sometimes, but it is also dangerous. In Secret History v.38,
Solomon is said to disappear on his journey home, taken away from this world by the
will of god (9 0z amo ToU Seol Tigis év TavTy T 000 xataiaBoloa € avpwmwy airoy
apaviCer). This death is not explained, even if the punishment of God is given as a cause,
but a death while travelling is not so surprising that it needs to be explained. Solomon’s
mode of travel is not given either, contributing to the overall mystery around his
disappearance.

There are some ways of travelling that appear particularly dangerous, such as
sailing. Indeed, the sea presents dangers like the storm and whale mentioned in Secret
History xv.37:

~ b ’ 1 b 14 1 ’ c 7 /’ »v 1
TV Te avayxaiwy yap éomaviloy xail SaAaTTiors wwilovy xivdivers, aAAws Te xai
. ~ - 264
LEWDVOS, QY GUTW TUXY, EMMETOVTOS, 1 ToU xnTous évTaida mol emannbayTos. ..

These natural dangers contrast with those in the Secret History which come partly
because of Justinian, for example in xxx.8-9, where he compels the couriers to go from
Byzantium to Helenopolis by sea in small boats which are not safe in the danger of a

storm. In the Wars and the Buildings, these dangers at sea provide an occasion for

1 In Wars IV xii.8 and Wars V xxiii.2.

2 In Wars VILi.7.

3 1n Secret History xv.11.

% They had a scant supply of provisions and they were exposed to the dangers of the sea, particularly
when a storm came down, as often happened, or when the whale made a descent somewhere in the
neighbourhood.
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Procopius to write one of his favourite type of digressions: long, rationalising
explanations of mysterious phenomena like frightening whirlpools. In Buildings
VLiii.1-8, he devotes a long digressive passage to the infamous Syrtes. This explanation
includes an interesting etymological explanation of the name Syrtes, which he claims
derives from its drawing action on boats:

ala cugouévy To Aoimoy Eoixe, nal drapaviys émimpoadey acl eMxouévy. nai an’aivTol,

oluat, Tov yiov of Taial avdowmor Tol madovs TWY ve@y évexa ZUpTels

avépaaay...*®
This is an example of a doubtful etymology as it is quite unlikely that the origin of the
name is Greek and that it comes from the verb sdpw. He also includes in his account a
description of the shore as a crescent-shaped gulf (xoAmoy d¢ wnroe1dy) and gives the
distances with two different units of measurement; the crescent’s chord in stades
(mAevoas damhous & TeTparoaiovs dimxer aradiovs) and its perimeter in days of travel (o0 J¢
winvoeidols To mepiueTooY 6 MUY £ 00ov xataTeiver), perhaps in order to avoid being
repetitive. Another famous sea danger, Charybdis, is explained in a rational manner in
Wars VII1.vi.22-24. First, Procopius presents the problem as impossible to explain:

2 1 A/ b ’ b ~ 1 > k] E ~ c ~ /7 > 7 1

ara nal iMiyor ééamvaiwgs évtatda ouyvol am’oUdemids MUV eavoutvns aitias Tag
~ . 766

vals diayodvtai...

The term 1Adiyor is used as a rational explanation of the mythical phenomenon and the
use of the adverb ééamvaiws and the locution am’ovdeuias quiv eavouévys aitias
emphasise the fact that this happens out of the blue and without a visible explanation.

Procopius then evokes the poets’ reports of this phenomenon as the monster Charybdis

295 But it [the ship] seems from that moment to be drawn and appears distinctly to be dragged steadily

Jorward. From this fact, I suppose, the men of ancient times named the place Syrtes because of what
happened to the ships.

% But there are numerous whirlpools which appear there suddenly from no cause apparent to us and
destroy ships.
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(of mormrai Aéyouat mpos Tis XagiBdews gopeiodar Ta mhoia). He then finally offers a
rationalizing explanation:

oltot 0¢ TalTta O amavra olovtal Ta TALITTW TaeaAoyw v maot EuuBaivovta Toic
mogIuwois, éx THs ayyoTa ovons exatigwey nmeigov SuuBaivery: Bralouevoy yag paot
T4 TTEVOYWEIg TO 000y EC ATOTOUS TIvas xal Aoyoy olx éxoloas avayras
xwgsfv...267

The otror here are those who hold the second opinion which Procopius presented earlier
in this passage in VIILvi.20, where he deals with different views on the current*®®
(where he evokes Aristotle’s death which was caused by worrying over this matter).
The vocabulary of strangeness here — in bold — contrasts with the simple explanation
which is that of the narrowness (orevoyweig) which exercises a pressure (Biaousvov) on
the flow (godiov). This explanation seems to satisfy Procopius’ method expressed earlier
as that of an autopsy of natural phenomena such as rivers and lands, with the visible
narrowness of the strait the main cause for the mysterious current.

Finally, one can see that travelling in Procopius is not always pictured in
negative terms. Indeed, travelling as sightseeing can be seen in a positive light as a way
to allow the reader to discover the wonders of this world*®’. Arguably, reading the
Buildings can be seen as taking an architectural tour of the Empire, complete with
lovely gardens and water washing the shores adorned by garlands of churches, and the
Wars as a more exotic and picturesque tour of dangerous wild countries with

delightfully scary inhabitants. This periegetic aspect is even represented in one vignette

in Wars 11.xi.4-6 where Chosroes is shown doing a kind of tour:

7 But the advocates of the second view think that all these exceedingly strange phenomena which

present themselves in all straits come about in consequence of the two sides coming very close to each
other, for the water, they say, being constrained by the narrow space, is subject to some strange and
unexplainable forces.

2% previous literary accounts of this current include Macrobius Saturnalia VI1.xii.36.

2% On tourism and sightseeing in the ancient world, see Casson (1974), 229-329, on which sights people
wanted to see (famous monuments, natural curiosities etc) and on practical considerations involved with
sightseeing. Pilgrimage is also an important side of tourism, particularly in Late Antiquity, on which the
bibliography would take many pages, but see for example part III (111-158) of Ellis and Kidner (2004).

93



Envisioning Byzantium
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It is amusing for the reader to see Chosroes, the epitome of the barbarian, acting like a
tourist, marvelling (év Savuar ueyalw) at a grove and some springs — an idyllic
landscape better suited for a pastoral. Procopius seems to agree with him on the value of
these sights (4€wSéara’’' émexis) and it was apparently the thing to visit in sixth
century Daphne. But Chosroes is not an ordinary visitor and does not leave without
burning the sanctuary of Michael and other buildings, reverting back to his barbarian
persona. The combination of aesthetic pleasure and the act of burning the source of
pleasure is particularly uncomfortable here.

Sightseeing is a major element in Procopius’s work”’> and it is interesting to see
what the author’s personal taste in the matter is. In Wars V .xiv.6-11, he offers us some
observations on what seems like one of his favourite sights: the Appian Way. He begins
by introducing it with its length, a five days’ journey, and the two cities at its
extremities, Rome and Capua. He then goes on to present its breadth as admirable:

5 1 b ~ ¢ ~ 4 174 c 14 4 > ’ 27 > 4 A4
eUpos 0¢ éoTi THS 0000 TavTys ooov auatas dvo avtias itval aAApAais, xal éoTiy
, 273
aoSéatos mavrwy uariora...

There is a direct relationship here between the breadth of the road and its quality of

being a worthy sight. The visual effect of this breadth is provoked here by the

270Accordingly he first went up to Daphne, the suburb of Antioch, where he expressed great wonder at
the grove and at the springs of water; for both of these are very well worth seeing.

2 GE10SaTos is a particularly Herodotean adjective, for example in I11.176, 11.182, I11.123, IV.85, IV.162
etc. Herodotus is the ultimate model for autopsy and sight-seeing.

22 See chapter I on the ekphrasis of Constantinople constructed around the sightseeing of its buildings
and seaside landscapes.

T3 And the breadth of this road is such that two wagons going in opposite directions can pass one
another, and it is one of the noteworthy sights of the world. It is worth noting the linguistic similarities
between this and Thucydides 1.xciii.5 Vo yap Guaar évavriar allglais Tovs Ardovs émfjyoy’, where
Thucydides also uses the image of the two wagons to give an indication of the breadth of the Piraeus
wall.
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. . 274
representation of two wagons in movement >’

. The wonderful qualities of this road do
not stop here, and Procopius goes on to describe its stones which cannot be found
anywhere else in this district (raiTys yae o Tis vis ovdaud méguxe). Not only are those
stones rare and exotic, but they are also fitted in a special way: smoothed first (Asiovs xai
oualots éoyacauevos), then cut in a polygonal shape (éyywviovs Te 1§ evrous) and
assembled without concrete (oi're gaAura ZuBeBAnuévoc)””. This special process provides

the road with a very organic aspect:

¢ 1 2 /’ (24 b ~ ’ 1 4 14 4 1 2 2 \
oi 0¢ aMyAois oUTw Te aTpalids ouvdedeyTal xal ueuiraaty, WoTe 0TI 00 olx eloly
3 ’ ) % ’ > ’ ’ ~ € ~ ’ 276
nopwoauévol, al’éumepuracty arAplors, dokay Toic opdot magiyovTail...

The height of craftsmanship for the builders here seems to be the way they provided the
road with an organic appearance, as if it had grown naturally. It is very interesting that
the most valued quality for a construction is to imitate nature®’’. Finally, Procopius
marvels at the resistance of the stones which have not worn out (oire Tivi avr@y
dapdagivar), grown thin (7 weiov yiveadar Euvéneaey) or lost their polish (o0 uny ovde i
auaguyis 1 amoPaléadar). This ekphrasis of the Via Appia seems to concentrate many of
Procopius’s interests: in the means of travelling with the two wagons, the attention to
the making of the built landscape with the fitting of stones, and finally Art and Techne
as the imitation of Nature. It is therefore no wonder he deems the sight of this road so

wonderful. It also forms a circular pattern that takes us all the way around the theme of

%™ The wagons also echo the four-horse chariot that provides an impression of the breadth of the

fortification wall in Herodotus’s description of Babylon in 1.179. Even if this is not a linguistic parallel,
the comparison with the waggon or chariot to provide a visual representation of size as well as the use of
afi03zatos give this a Herodotean flavour.

*> Notice again the parallel with Thucydides I.xciii.5 Zvrés 02 olie galié olire mmAos v, G
Euvwnodounuévor ueyalor Aidor xai évroud éyywvior.

7% And they were fastened together so securely and the joints were so firmly closed, that they give the
appearance, when one looks at them, not of being fitted together, but of having grown together.

" For example, see the meadow of colours in the marbles of Hagia Sophia and the gold that looked as if
it had grown naturally on the church of St Michael in Buildings 1.
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travelling; travelling as sightseeing and here, the means of travelling — a road — worthy

of sightseeing.

One of the ways travelling shapes Procopius’s text is in the way it presents the
space in a hodological manner, which is how many ancient geographers and
cartographers represented space. Rather than space being presented using arbitrary
measuring units, this approach considers space in its relationship with time and with its
experience through travelling. Travelling also introduces more material concerns such
as the means used for this purpose, such as ships, wagons, and roads. Furthermore, it is
a source of tension in the narrative because of the dangers involved in journeying
particularly by sea, such as storms or sea-monsters. But the other aspect of travelling
which makes it a salient theme in the study of materiality and visuality in Procopius’s
work is in the context of sightseeing, where it is linked to the idea of aesthetic

278
pleasure®’®,

The call of the wild

Another facet of the representation of space in Procopius is explored through his
depictions of natural landscapes. The descriptions of wilderness in particular are
abundant throughout his work, especially in the Wars. There is a specific word which he
uses repeatedly in order to refer to bad lands: dvoyweia. A few earlier historians had used

this word to refer to lands difficult for an army to cross.””” Among the thirty-nine

™ One extreme representation of aesthetic pleasure — or even hubris — is the anecdote of the shark and
the pearl in Wars Liv.17-31, which I study in chapter 5 of this thesis.

" The TLG enumerates 12 occurrences of the word in Xenophon, 27 in Polybius, 47 in Diodorus
Siculus, 14 in Josephus, 14 in Plutarchus, 13 in Arrian and 9 in Appian.
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occurrences in Procopius, there is only one in the Buildings and one in the Secret

280

History™™". Most of the time in the Wars, dvoyweia is used to evoke lands that are

generally said to offer difficulties to armies™'

. These difficulties can be more specific,
for example in [V.xx.1 where the roughness of the land makes it impossible to camp, in
VIIL.vii.7 where it does not allow interference with a river’s course or in VII.x.24 and
VIILxxix.19 where it makes horses stumble. The qualities associated with the dvoyweia
are often a rugged texture®®’, steepness”™ and the providing of means to hide or

ambush?®*

. The only time this type of land is described as being a clear advantage to
anyone, it is to the barbarian Antae who are used to their roughness, in Wars VII.xxii.3-
5.

Indeed, these types of landscapes are the realms of the barbarians, and they help
to draw the remote and picturesque image of the Byzantine oikoumene’s periphery. First
and foremost, wild places are deserted, such as the long and deserted road to get silk in
Wars 1.xx.12 (ywoav aucrdausvors éoquov Te xai yoovou moAdoU odov), the Etna region in
Wars 111.xi1i1.22 (és g@eov Eomuov), mount Bourgaeon in Wars TV .xii.10 (év gweiw éonuw)
and Libya in Wars IV xiv.19 (év gweiw éoquw). At times, Procopius uses intensive
adverbs to emphasize this deserted aspect, for example the land beyond the Moors’ in
Wars 1V.1ii.19 (4 éoquos émi mAcioTov) and Libya in Wars VIIL.xvii.22 (épquos avewnwy

7 ywea éx ToU éml mAsirTov). But the work of Procopius that represents lands deserted by

men with the most insistence is the Secret History. Indeed, part of chapter xviii could be

% In those works, the word is used to serve different ideological agendas; in Buildings 111.vi.11 the

author represents Justinian’s smoothing of the rough land in Armenia as part of his panegyric and in
Secret History ii.26 he attributes the destruction of a lot of the Medes’ army to the impracticable aspect of
the land.

21 xv.30, IV xix.18, IV.xx.11, IV.xx.21, VIILix.17, VIILix.23, VIILxxxv.16.

28211 xv.34, VILxxii.3, VIILxiii.12, VIILxiii.15, and VIILxv.34.

*ILii.19, IL.xxv.5, ILxxv.18, V.viii.44, VLxxvii.16, and VIILxiii.5.

*$Liii. 11, Lxii. 12, ILviii.20, IV.iv.4, and VILxxxviii.10.
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described as geography of destruction in Justinian’s empire. In xviii.13, he states that
Italy has become even more deserted than Libya:

Tralia 0¢ oly Yooov 7 TormAadia AiBums oloa épquos avdewnwy moAd waloy et 1
285
Enelym mavTayod veyévyTal...

The exaggerated style here is quite heavy, in keeping with the hyperbolic numbers used
by Procopius in this chapter to refer to number of men destroyed by Justinian®. He
goes on to mention all the regions affected by this depopulation and finally concludes
by referring to the desolation of the land as a Scythian wilderness®*”: Ty ZwuSay
gonuiav. This representation of Italy as a locus horridus — in complete opposition to the
traditional laus italiae — might seem exaggerated if one thinks in positivist terms, but it
is in keeping with the paradoxical tone of the Secret History. If we think of the
Buildings as the dreamscape of the Wars, the Secret History is its nightmarish
counterpartzgg.

This aesthetic of bareness and ruggedness can be seen in many geographical
notations throughout Procopius’ work. In Buildings 11.i1.3, he mentions cliffs that are
extremely rugged: gxoméAw dlo aveyetov vmepayay oxlnew. This emphasis (vmegayav) on
the rugged texture contrasts visually with the following description of the Cordes river
flowing between the two cliffs. In Buildings 11.iv.4 he actually uses the adjective wild in
his account of Rhabdios:

1 1 5 - /’ 2 1 ~ b ~ b ’ AR 74 b /’ 14 2 ~
10 wev ody PafBdios émi meToly oineitar amoTouwy Te xal GAws ayoiwy aimeg évtaida
, 289
EmaverTynadt JAUUATIOV OTOV...

5 And as to Italy, which has not less than three times the area of Libya, it has become everywhere even
more destitute of men than Libya.

% For example in xviii.22, it will never be possible, I think, for any human being to discover by enquiry
the numbers of those who perished in this way.

7 Herodotus uses this expression to refer to Eastern Russia in Histories IV.15 and it served as a proverb,
for example in Aristophanes Acharnians 704.

8 For a study of the locus horridus as a reversal of the locus amoenus, see Petrone (1998), especially
191-193. Edwards (1987) examines how the early Church made classical depictions of the locus
horribilis (desert, storm-wracked sea) into positive representations of sacred ground.

¥ Rhabdios stands on precipitous and completely wild rocks, which rise there to a marvellous height.
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The adjective aypiwy is accentuated by the use of the intensive adverb sAwg and the
height of the rocks is allegedly marvellous, Savuadiov. Wilderness is also attached to the
idea of sterility, as we can see in Buildings V.i.4 where Procopius describes the land
around Ephesus as completely infertile and rough:

~ ’ A} ~ ; ’ ’ b 2 ’ /7 /’ 5 ’ E
ooy Tiva oo s Eeriwy modews év opiw xeiuevoy EuvéBatvey efvai, Aopwdy ov

/7 > \ 1 b ~ 4 b ~ 2 1 /’ 1 Al
Yewdn oUdE duvaToy ageival xagmols, €l TIS melp@To, aAa TaAneoy Te xal Teayly
290
oAws™ .

Dryness and sterility are also elements of his description of the region called Third
Palestine in Buildings V.viii.l:

LDOA UEY EQNUOS ETII UAXPOY HATATEIVEl, XAQTWY TE nal UOATWY Xal TAVTWY AYaIDY
y 291
aAPopos...

This sentence is striking for the bareness of its beginning, which contrasts with the
triple genitive, emphasizing agogos in its second half. But because the Buildings is a
panegyrical work this particular description of an awe-inspiring wilderness is tied into
an ideological agenda, as it is the location for some of Justinian’s religious
constructions. Indeed, this wild landscape is also said to have a divine aspect as
Procopius claims that crashes of thunder and other terrifying manifestations of divine
power could be heard from mount Sinai (V.viii.7).

Wild landscapes are also inaccessible, such as Mount Aurasius in Wars
IV xiii.23 which is said to be difficult to access and terribly wild (dveodoy 72 éori xai
dewvios ayerov). Therefore, mountains in general can be seen as the wild landscape par
excellence. Impassable mountains are plentiful in Procopius’ work. In Wars I1.xxix.25,

he mentions the jagged mountains of Lazica which result in extremely narrow passes. In

% There chanced to be a certain place before the city of Ephesus, lying on a steep slope hilly and bare of

soil and incapable of producing crops, even if one attempted to cultivate them, but altogether hard and
rough.

*' A barren land extends for a great distance, unwatered and producing neither crops nor anything of
any good.
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Wars 1IV.iv.27, the mountain Papua in Numidia is said to be exceedingly precipitous and
therefore very difficult to climb. As for Narnia in Wars V.xvii.8, its height renders it
difficult to access. The height of mountains is an element that is rendered visually in the
text to create picturesque descriptions. The impression of the soaring of a mountain is
rendered beautifully in Buildings 11.iv.15:

EvTaida 0pos olpavounres ATONQEUATAL, ATIOXOYUYOY TE Xal TOTEASEN auyyavoy

Aws... "
This soaring of the mountain is depicted with the adjective ovgavounres, which is
reinforced by the visual chiasmus created by the use of two words derived from the
same root, gmoxpéuarar and dmixemuvéy’ . The image of a peak so high it soars into the
clouds is a classical representation of mountains®**. In Wars 1.xv.20, the description of
the Taurus uses this model, showing the mountain as perpetually concealed by clouds
and snow ([...] oen amoxpéuatar Aiay amoToua veéAmis Te xal Y001 XeXAAUUUEYA TOV TAVTG
ai@va’”’). The description of the Caucasus in Wars VIILiii.1 shows a slight variant to
that model:

ToiTo 0¢ 1o opos, o Kauraoog, és Tooovde Ulos avéyel, waote O altol TGV wey

¢ ~ v b4 b4 \} b ’ ’ ~ 1 ~ b 1 ¢ ~

UmeoBoAdy oUTe ouBpous olte vipeToUs Emifavely ToTE: TV Yap VEQEAQDY alTas amaTdy
5 296

rnadumeptéoas EuuBaiver elvai...

2 In that place there is a lofty mountain towering to the sky, exceedingly steep and altogether

inaccessible.

* It is worth mentioning that the adjective olgaviunxes appears several times in the Buildings (1.x.12,
ILiv.15, I1.v.10, I1I.vi.2, IV.iii.11, IV.x.26, V.vi.11, V.vi.15, V1.vii.3), pertaining sometimes to
mountains, other times to trees. This adjective appears as early as Homer, describing a fir-tree (Odyssey
V.239), and in Herodotus (II1.138.4), describing the trees near a temple of Hermes. Both Dionysius of
Halicarnassus (Roman Antiquities XX.xv.1) and Athenaeus (Deipnosophists 1.45) use it to refer to a fir-
tree. The first to use it to describe a mountain is Philostratus in /magines 1.ix.1 (he also uses it to describe
a representation of the Nile divinity in I.vi.2). This adjective is also commonly used to refer to abstract
ideas like glory and piety, particularly in religious texts and it is used for that purpose many times by
John Chrysostom (e.g. Saints Bernice and Prosdoce vol 50 Patrologia Graeca p.632 1.54).

% See for example Homer Iliad XV1.297-300. The mountain reaching into the clouds is also very
common in biblical texts, cf. Exodus XIV.xv.2.

23 [..] and it is overhung by exceedingly precipitous mountains, concealed forever by clouds and snow.
¥ This mountain range which composes the Caucasus rises to such a great height that its summits are in
fact never touched either by rain or by snow; for they are indeed above all clouds.
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The Caucasus is depicted here as so high that, contrary to the Taurus, it is not even
touched by snow, since it is higher than any cloud®’. This description shows once more
the rhetorical skill of exaggeration mastered by Procopius.

Wilderness is not only depicted as desolate and bare, but can also be seen on the
contrary as an extreme density of unruly vegetation in the text. Procopius insists
visually on this dense vegetation and the way it hides the lands by covering them, as in
Wars VIII.xvii.22, where the land is said to be vAais Te oUTws aupiragéiot xaAvmToutvmy,
concealed by forests of wide-spreading trees. In a few occurrences, the adjective
aupilapio is intensified by the use of another adjective, gugvois, for example in Wars
1.iii.8 with cuyvoic Te xal aupiragéoy é ayay xalvmroueva dévdpors, in Wars I11.xv.32 with
0evdpois auyvoic Te xal aupilagéoty éml paxootaToy auvexouévyy and in Wars I1.xvii.1 with
ouyva, T xal devs aupiAagd. Procopius also combines the image of the density with
that of height. In Buildings 111.vi.2, the mountains of Tzanica are represented soaring
into the sky and covered in trees (opzot 02 ovpavounxeai T xai aupilagéat). In the
description of Centauropolis in Buildings IV .iii.11, it is the trees that are sky-high
(otpavounneaiy aupirapd 0évdgois). Finally, another interesting combination of an
adjective with au@idagpd is the use of dasziav in the description of the forest near the
Aborrhas River in Buildings 11.vi.15. Indeed, daovs is often used to refer to hair or facial

hair and it emphasizes therefore the bushiness of the vegetation.

The wild and rough lands at the edges of the Byzantine empire serve different
purposes in the Procopian project; their roughness is smoothed by Justinian in the

Buildings showing the emperor’s imprint on the landscape in another way than just by

T The Caucasus’ great height is also mentioned by Herodotus at 1.203.8, although in less hyperbolic

terms.
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building upon it, and they provide obstacles for the Byzantine army to overcome in the
Wars. The spaces at the periphery also have an extreme quality, both exotic and
paradoxical, and there the landscapes described by Procopius present a variety of facets
around the theme of wilderness: desolate and bare like the desert, high and impenetrable

like the mountain, and dense and unruly like the forest.

Idyllic landscapes®”®

The idyllic descriptions of gardens™” and fertile lands are the exact opposite of
those unruly or bare representations of natural landscapes. This fertility is the
counterpart of the dvoyweia theme. In Buildings 1V .iii.28-29, Procopius describes the
land around the river Rhechius as level with ploughed fields and good pastures (7 74
xdauarn, agouata moAda, élos evvouov) which leads him to call the country full of
blessings, svdaiwovias. Similarly, in Wars 1.xv.26 there is a canyon that sees grapes and
other fruits grow plentifully (aumelos e xai 7 aAAy onwea diagnds ietar). Fruits are a
common emblem of fertility, especially when they are large as in Wars 1V .xiii.24,
where the fruits and crops on top of the Aurasius are said to be twice the size of those in

the rest of Libya (xai 6 T gitos 05 évratda gletar 7 Te onwea exaoty dimAacia To ueyedog

*% The original form of the idyllic landscape — or locus amoenus — in ancient literature was the

paradeisos, an enclosed garden; for example, see Homer Odyssey VI1.114-131, Xenophon Anabasis
V.iii.7-11 (modelled on the Persian garden), Xenophon Oeconomicus IV.13-14. On the Persian garden,
see Moynihan (1979). For Roman examples, see for example Pliny the Elder Natural History XXV.116-
117, Vitruvius On Architecture VIL.v.2, or Pliny the Younger Letter V.vi.7-13, VIILviii, and IX.xxxix. In
the Greek novels, see Achilles Tatius Leucippe and Cleitophon 1.xv, and Longus Daphnis and Chloe
prologue 1-2, and for the Roman novel, Petronius Satyricon 131.8. For studies of the locus amoenus in
ancient literature, Schonbeck (1964) is a solid general survey; see also Snell (1976), 257-274 and 320-
321, and Curtius (1993), 191-209 for influence of classical literature on medieval culture and 202-206 on
ideal landscape and locus amoenus.

% For a study of gardens in Byzantine literature, especially novels, see Barber (1992).
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oty 7 &v T My dmday AiBiy yiverSar méouney’ ). Grain is another commonplace sign
of fertility, such as the ripe grain that covers the plain around the city of Tamugadi in
Wars 1V xix.20 (nedia oitov axualovros éunAea). In Wars V1.iii. 10, the fertility of the
Roman land™" is described as transcending the seasons:

14 A ~ \} - ’ »” ~ 14 b4 b v 1 b ’ /’
Botavy yae iy Ty Pwuaiwy olre yeiwdvos Wog olte é aloy Tiva émideimer xaigoy,
> 9 ~ P \ ’ > ’ \ ’ 302
M avdel Te ael nal TESYAey é¢ mavTa Tov ypovov...

Roman fertility is described here as eternal, unsurprisingly in the context of the
glorification of the Italian conquests. Interestingly enough it is not fruit or grain that is
represented as flourishing in this passage, but natural vegetation, Sotas.

A well-watered land is also appreciated in the representation of ideal lands. In
Wars 1.x.4 for example, the plain extending from the Caspian Gates is described as
suitable for riding and well-watered (nzdia 1é éotiv inmiAata xai Vatwy moAA@Y aTeyvig
eumlea), making it perfect for horses’ pasture. But the work of Procopius that is the most
‘well-watered’ is certainly the Buildings. Water plays an essential part in drawing the
idyllic built landscapes of this panegyric®”. Springs are particularly present, and more
often than not they are represented bubbling with the verb dvaBAi{w™™. This water is
usually drinkable water (motiuwy vdatwy) as in Buildings 11.xi.5, or warm (Jegu@v) in
Buildings V .iii.16. Water makes landscapes more beautiful, adorning them like the river

circling and beautifying Larissa with its gentle stream in Buildings IV .iii.7:

3% And the grain which grows here, and every kind of fruit, is double the size of that produced in all the
rest of Libya.

%' The laus italiae is a common literary theme, which goes back to Vergil Georgics 136-176.

92 For the land of the Romans is never lacking in vegetation either in winter or at any other season, but
it always flourishes and grows luxuriantly at all times’.

393 See chapter 1 for the central representation of the Bosporus in Buildings 1.

*%Buildings 11.vii.20, IV ii.18 and V iii.19.
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el wev €€ opovs Toi TIyAiov mogw T@ oeidow o Ilnveios, woaiotar 0 alTd

eotpocouévy Tohic 1 Adoioaa’

Idyllic landscapes typically include gardens, groves and parks and more
generally organized forms of vegetation, civilized and man-made as opposed to the wild
and unruly forests in the barbarian mountains. There are even a few nagadzicor in the
Wars (in 111.xvii.9-100, IV.vi.9 and IV .xiii.23). Two specific descriptions of idyllic
landscapes in the Buildings appear particularly striking in the way they use several
Procopian motifs. In Buildings 11.v.10, Procopius describes an idyllic place outside

Constantina:

1 Al 1 b ’ 4 b ’ c ’ ’ ’ 2 /7 ¢ ’ \
TO UEY Yap éxTos, 0Tov én aueiov Evog, Tyyal TE elot ToTiLWY UOATWY xal aATos
- 306
EVIEVde QUETAL ETIEINCOS (héYa, OUPAVOUNHETI HATAPUTOY OEVOPOLS. ..

This description combines the image of the spring of sweet water with that of the grove,
but also uses the adjective ovpavounxea: to describe the trees’ height. This adjective has
been seen several times before to qualify the impressive mountains of the Wars — as
well as trees — when part of descriptions of wild, awe-inducing landscapes, but it is
surprising to see it used in the case of an idyllic grove as it gives its description a
slightly more unusual, overwhelming quality. However, the absolute climax in terms of
idyllic landscapes in the Buildings is the description of Mount Aurasius in VI.vii.3-6.
First, Procopius evokes the enchanting land that can be found at its top:

b 1 ’ ’ ¢ ’ "¢ ~ A ’ ¢ 1 ~ ~

aAvew 0F YeEVoUEYQw Yewons Te W xwoa xal oualy Ta media xal 0ol mpoonElS, Asiuioves
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eUVOuo!l, TaQAOEITOl XATAQUTO! OEV0P0IS, AOOUATA TAVTA...

% The Peneus flows from Mt. Pelion with a gentle stream which encircles and beautifies the city of

Larissa.

9 <Outside the city, about a mile away, there are springs of sweet water and then a very large grove
planted with trees which reach to the sky’.

7 But after one gets to the top there is deep soil and level plains and easy roads, meadows good for
pasture, parks full of trees and plough-lands everywhere’.
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Nearly every single representation of the ideal landscape is present here with good soil,
plains, roads, meadows, parks and plough-lands — all of which showing the influence of
man on nature. But the description would not be complete without bubbling springs and
miraculous crops:
xal myyal wey amoBAVlovaar Ty THoE oroméAwy, yalyva O¢ Ta Udata, xal moTauol
TAgder poSiov EmnvoToluevol, xal To O TAVTWY TTagadoloTaToy, Ta Te Ajia xal Ta

’ 2 4 ~ b / ’ ’ 1 1 ’ n 4 ~
0évdoa év ToUTw TQ oper dimAaadioy peyidous Tl Tov xapmoy @épovaty 4 év AiBuy T
, , 308
aly mégune yiveaSai...

It is striking to see the mixing of elements belonging to descriptions of idyllic

landscapes as well as wild ones, such as the gxoméAwy. This description therefore seems
particularly idyllic and utopian in the way it combines the representation of the soaring
mountain with that of the calm garden adorned by springs. Like the gigantic fruits, this

.. . . . , 309
description is unquestionably paradoxical, magadoloratoy’ .

Idyllic landscapes in Procopius play with literary commonplaces, ideas of
fertility echoing the laus italiae in the Gothic wars, serene and well-watered gardens in
the Buildings which are another tribute to Justinian’s imperial power, and of man
domesticating nature. In some ways, the description of Constantinople itself could be
seen as an idyllic city landscape (see chapter 1). Nevertheless, idyllic places not only
play into the panegyrical progamme in Procopius’s work but are also part of the
paradoxical representation of the exotic lands at the periphery of the empire, showing
that those remote lands are not all terrifyingly wild but can also be pleasant — even if

they always keep an element of the strange and paradoxical.

98 <Springs bubble out from the cliffs there, their waters are placid, there are rippling rivers which flow
chattering along, and strangest of all, the grain-fields and the trees on this mountain produce crops
which are double in size compared with those which are wont to grow in the rest of Libya’.

3% This paradox of Mount Aurasius is also present in its description in Wars IV xiii, where it is said at the
same time to be particularly wild and difficult to climb, but to have lovely gardens and plough lands at its
top.
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Chapter Conclusion

One cannot but admire the way Procopius conjures up different landscapes and
atmospheres while using very few words and ideas by varying the way he combines
them, in addition to using different levels of intensity through his use of exaggeration or
hyperbole. The same themes can be used to serve different ideological agendas and
somehow they seem to create even more cohesion between Procopius’ works. Space
and landscapes tie his corpus to the material in manifold ways. His concern for the
etymology of place-names for example is directly connected to the problem of the
relationship between names, and by extension, the textual world, to the places they are
attached to, and therefore the material world. Oftentimes these names appear to be
powerfully descriptive and evocative, though in a highly condensed manner. Space in
its geographical expression, and in its textual expression, is also segmented and
organised in meaningful ways. In a similar manner, the travelling done by the characters
and narrator in the text can be mirrored by the reader’s own path through the text, and it
is perhaps ironic when one thinks of how difficult travelling is said to be in the corpus;
although it is also sometimes associated with aesthetic pleasure.

Finally, because the History of the Wars is a history set at the periphery of the
Empire, it allows Procopius to explore the many different ways that a landscape can be
exotic and different, whether it is a frightening oddness like a rugged desert or a utopian
one like the paradises he describes. But the fact that the Buildings are also very much
focused on the description of the lands which have seen Justinian’s impact ties it to the

Wars and makes it much less of a marginal work in the corpus than it has often been
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deemed. It is very much a companion to the Wars because of its supplementary details
on places common to both works, just as the Secret History is another companion which

focuses on what happens in the capital, as opposed to the periphery.
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CHAPTER 3

OBJECTS: CUNNING DEVICES AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF

IDENTITY

On a smaller scale than buildings and landscapes, the way objects shape the
work of Procopius can be seen at a variety of levels. Aesthetically, objects provide
colour, texture and shape to the world created by the writer: the weapons and siege-
engines add an edge to the text with their sharpness®'’, and the clothes’ and jewellery’s
colours and precious materials®'' brighten it up. Objects also perform different functions
in the text, since they can be part of the main narrative, and even serve as pivotal plot
elements in it — for example the daggers stolen from a soldier which lead Belisarius to
take action and show his fairness’'* — or they can be part of a description and provide
the occasion for a technical digression — such as with siege-engines — or for another
parallel narrative articulated around a specific object, such as the story of the pearl of
Perozes’ .

Objects can be studied for their narrative functions but they also have a strong

rhetorical role in that they are often employed to embody ideologies, something that can

310 E.g. the ram’s head in Wars V.xxi.8, the triboloi in Wars VIL.xxiv.16-18, the stakes in Wars

VILxxxviii.20.

!B g. the white, silver and gold of the symbols in Wars I11.xxv.7, the purple worn by emperors and
kings in Wars 111.11.28, Wars 1V.ix.12, Wars V.xxix.5, Buildings 1.vii.15, the emeralds adorning
Solomon’s treasure in Wars V xii.42, Totila’s magnificent gold and purple armour in Wars VIII.xxxi.18.
For an exhaustive survey on the treatment and vocabulary of colour and light in Byzantine art, see James
(1996).

> Wars VLviii.2-18.

B Wars Liv.17-31.
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be seen particularly with clothes, jewellery, and other symbolical objects. The
distribution of different types of objects in Procopius is not homogeneous; the Wars
have the greatest variety of objects, whereas the Buildings have the fewest objects, and
some of them are only used as similes within descriptions. As for the Secret History, it
deals with objects more often than not for their ideological content rather than their
material aspect, which is not surprising because of its concentrated rhetorical quality as
a sustained exercise in psogos.

Indeed, what is at stake with these objects is how Procopius apprehends them
and creates them as textual objects, using specific vocabulary, choosing to offer close-
ups on parts of objects, deconstructing them into parts to show how they are made and
what they are like on the inside. Procopian objects manifest themselves on different
scales: some appear bigger in order to be dissected into smaller parts, whereas others are
smaller and used only as emblems to gauge other things. Therefore, within the textual
world constructed by Procopius, there seems to be a macrocosm and a microcosm of
objects, and objects hide like matriochkas inside each other. On the one hand, the
objects that are being broken down into parts are accounted for in terms of their making
and using. On the other hand, there are objects that function through symbolism as little

units, just like icons, throughout the work.

1. A teleology of objects in Procopius: the making of ‘cunning devices’

oUTW WEY 1) vals N0E TEMoIMUEVY XoeiTTw TragéxeTal Tot Aoyou Ty oy, émel T@Y
goywy Ta TAsioTw Tagaltoyw EuuBaivovta olx eldmynTa TIdeTAl TOl AvIpWTOIS AEl
TV ToayuaTwy N euais, aAa Taic émvoiais Ta Euvetiouiva vixidoa xal Tot Adyou
;{gaT&Z3l4

314 . . . . . .
Wars, VIILxxii.15, this ship thus constructed makes an impression when seen which transcends all
description, for the nature of things always makes those works which are most cunningly built not easy
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This statement of Procopius regarding the difficulty of description and the
powerlessness of speech faced with cleverly built objects (in this case, a ship) is both a
sort of captatio benevolentiae on the part of the faux-humble orator, and a real concern,
if one takes into account the many places where he grapples with descriptions of a
technical nature. There is no denying Procopius’ interest in the way things are built. It is
obvious in his presentation of Justinianic constructions in the Buildings, but it also
appears in his treatment of objects throughout his other works of different genres. But
he is also preoccupied with the purpose of objects and the way they are used — although

this also intersects with the problem of making.

Ladders

The object that appears most often in Procopius’ work is the ladder. The word
sAiwa& occurs twenty four times in the Wars and three times in the Buildings. It is
indeed used to storm walls and therefore its use by the Romans and the barbarians is

mentioned in many of the sieges in the Wars®"

. It is also an object that occurs in
classical works mentioned by Procopius, in Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War’'® and
Xenophon’s Cyropaedia’'’. However, those ladders are just mentioned briefly in most

cases. The one time Procopius does more than just mention them is because they had

not been built properly and therefore allow him to discuss engineering issues. Indeed, in

Jfor men to describe, but by means of their innovations so prevail over our usual habits of mind as to
check even our power of speech.

3151vii.21,25: Amida, ILvii.9: Beroea, IL.viii.20: Antioch, IL.xxvii.18,21,29,39: Edessa, V.x.21,22,24,27:
Naples, V.xxi.5: Rome, VLix.12:Rome, VI.xiii.11,14: Rome, VI.xix.19: Caesena, VI.xxii.11,19,22:
Rome, VIL.xxxviii.17: Topirus, VIII.xi.39: Petra, VIII.xxxiii.21,22: Rome.

316 E.g. Peloponnesian War 111.xx.3-4, II1.xxii.3, IIL.xxiii.1, IV.cxxxv.1, and V.1lvi.5.

*'"E.g. Cyropaedia V iii.12, V.iii.15, and VILii.2.
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the siege of Naples in Wars V .x, none of the ladders managed to reach the parapet (r@v
0 xhuanwy oldsuiay dimuety ayor és Tas énalbers EuvéBaivery). This incident allows him to
discuss the making of ladders used in sieges, which requires the workmen to see the
wall that they are about to storm in order to make a proper measurement. This problem
is solved by binding the ladders two by two (v és aAgAag Evvdéovtes). Procopius does
not say how exactly they are bound together; his sole concern here is to account for the
measuring of the walls and ladders®'®.

It is not surprising how many ladders appear in Procopius because of the
plethora of his references to walls and heights of walls throughout his work. The ladders
in the Buildings are used most often as instruments for the measuring of walls, and in
that case they only exist in relationship to them. In Buildings 11.v.2, the ladder is used to
describe how low the walls of Constantina were before Justinian’s improvements (o
Kwyvoravrivys mepiBolos 16 te vdos xAiuaxt aAwtog). Then, in IV x.5, the wall built for the
isthmus of Chersonese is criticized for its ridiculously low height that permitted its
capture by use of a ladder (dateiyioua xAuaxi adwtoy). It seems to Procopius that the
builders here were building a kind of wall that would be proper for a garden: x7moy yag

4 )~ /7 c ~ 14 27
TTOU TIva, i) Xelhevoy aluaaiq megilBaAdety oiouevor.

The use of the ladders in the Buildings is paradoxical in its relationship to the
Wars because it defines walls that can be taken with a ladder as walls of an improper
height, even though the many ladders of the Wars have stormed walls of a considerable
height. True, sometimes ladders had to be bound together to be high enough, but they

are part of the usual apparatus of sieges, and not only of gardeners. The last ladder used

% In Peloponnesian War 111.xx.3-4, Thucydides gives an account of how ladders were made by the

Plateians to escape their siege by measuring roughly the walls considering the number of layers of bricks
that made them.
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in the Buildings, in V.vi.2, functions as a literary instrument, as a simile. It is not the
height of the ladder that is used to measure a wall, but its property of being a ladder,
which is to have rungs, that is used to try to convey the impression provided by the
streets of Jerusalem. The topographical reality of the city, whose hills are said to be
devoid of soil (o0 yewd=i5) and to rise with rough and precipitous sides (v te Toayel xai
amoxgMuve émavertixact) is evoked by the use of an everyday object, the ladder. This is
one of several other comparisons of a landscape to a man-made object, and it is
important to note that this is an urban landscape, because city landscapes are the ones
that Procopius is most interested in within the Buildings; and ladders would not appear
if walls were not discussed, nor walls without cities. Interestingly, the ladder is also a
particularly symbolically charged object, both as the ladder of life in Stoic
philosophy’'® and the scala amoris in Plato’s Symposium™*°, and as evoking a spiritual
ascent in diverse religions and cults, from Jacob’s ladder in Christianity”*', to Masonic
and Mithraic ladders.

Even if the ladder might appear a rather mundane object with not much interest
to offer, its use in Procopius does show some variety. In the Wars, it allows the author
to put a focus on the material reality of war and of sieges, which also links into concerns
with building, walls and stones, as well as military engineering. In the Buildings, the
ladder is often used in a derisive manner to poke fun at fortifications which Justinian
had to rebuild, which ties to the panegyrical programme of the work. Finally our last
example in the latter work used the ladder as simile in the process of describing the city

of Jerusalem. The choice of this object makes sense not just because of the fact it works

1% See amongst others Bees (2008) and Benatouil (2002).

2% Plato Symposium 210a-211b. On which, see Blondell (2006).

2! John Klimakos in the 7th century made the ladder a lasting metaphor in Byzantine monasticism with
his work the Ladder, building on the theme of Jacob’s ladder and describing the thirty degrees of ascent
towards an ascetic life.
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well as an image, but also because it happens to appear many times in the Wars as well
as the Buildings. Furthermore, the fact that the ladder is charged with rich symbolism in
both pagan and religious thinking makes sense in the context of a city such as

Jerusalem, rich herself with religious significance.

Machines and the status of technical digressions

The ladder is not the only object that bring up concerns of military engineering.
Siege engines were the objects of many treatises in Antiquity by various authors such as
Athenaeus Mechanicus, Aeneas Tacticus and Hero. Procopius himself demonstrates a
keen interest in these machines as shown in his complicated and seemingly detailed
accounts of siege engines, which have led some to think he was an engineer’>>. To some
readers, it might indeed seem surprising that technical considerations should be
included in a literary work, and when they are, they seem to indicate some kind of

323

expertise on the author’s part™”. This also poses the question of the relationship

between rhetoric and technical writing, which is particularly interesting in the context of

the Second Sophistic and Late Antiquity”>

. In the same manner, Procopius’ engines are
principally literary and rhetorical creations. His descriptions force us to question his
seeming professionalism and while it can be demonstrated that his approach is

definitely not that of an engineer, the literary strategy behind them needs to be

examined. To this effect, a close scrutiny of his description of siege-engines used in the

322 Howard-Johnston (2000), 19-30. I do not share this opinion and hope that my study of Procopius’s

descriptions of siege-engines will contribute to refuting it.

3% MacKail (1920), 103-118, extrapolates from Ammianus’ digressions on artillery that he was an
artillery officer.

32 This has been examined particularly well by Barton (1994), a study of writings on astrology,
physiognomics and medicine that shows how those writings were heavily concerned with creating
effective rhetorical persuasion rather than laying out scientific theories.
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siege of Rome in Wars V.xxi will expose how this faked professionalism oscillates
between vagueness and inaccuracies on the one hand, and painstakingly detailed
accounts that border on the redundant on the other.

Before that, the first thing to consider in Procopius’ accounts of siege-engines is
the way he refers to them. Indeed, his choice of words is rarely innocent, as he

325
, and

expresses interest in etymology and quoting in other languages like Latin
generally insists on using the proper technical term whenever he can’*’. The one word
used by him to refer to these engines is usually 5 unyavy. He does not systematically
name the machines mentioned. If more than one type of machine is mentioned, he
names one and then follows the name by ‘and other machines’ and sometimes just
refers to the engines as ‘machines’ without specifying which kind. In Wars 1.vii.12, ‘the
machine named a ram’ (xgiov Ty ungavay) is used to besiege Amida. In the siege of
Petra, he refers again to ‘the machine named a ram’ in Wars 11.xvii.9 (xgi@ 1e 14
umxavy), then to ‘machines’ used by the Romans to defend themselves in xvii.15 (rafs e
wnyavais), and again to ‘a ram or another machine’ in xvii.22 (xei® 9 ungavi; aAry). The
machines used for the siege of Edessa or also vaguely referred to in Wars I1.xxvii.29 as
generic ‘machines’ (ungavas), and then in xxvii.39 more precisely as ‘towers and other
machines’ (tods Te mUpyovs xal Tas aAlas unyavas). In Wars 11.xxix.1 Chosroes orders
timbers to make ‘machines’ (unyavas). The same word is used again in Wars V.xxiii.17
and xxiv.4 to refer to the machines used by Vittigis to besiege Rome. In Wars V xxvii.6,
the machines used by the Romans to defend themselves are referred to as ‘ray e

TofeuuaTtwy Tag umyavas’, an expression which gives us the information that the

machines shoot arrows. In Wars VIIL.xxxv.9, the Goths place wooden towers (7dgyous Te

323 See for example names of places in chapter 2.
326 See for example the technical vocabulary used in Hagia Sophia’s description in chapter 1.
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&uAivous) upon which are mounted various engines including the ones called ballistae
(umxavas te aAhag xai Tas Bariotoas). This tendency to not always name machines
gives the impression that there are more machines than the ones he actually names, but
that he somehow chose not to name them or describe them.

Even if they are brieftly mentioned before, Procopius does not go into details
about any of the machines until book V of the Wars, the first book of the Gothic wars,
and more precisely the siege of Rome in chapter xxi. Machines used both to attack and
to defend walls are described. He starts with the machines built by Vittigis to attack
Rome; towers and rams. In a second account, he describes the building of the machines
used by Belisarius to defend Rome. These machines are the ballistae, the ‘wild asses’
and the ‘wolves’. I shall now look closely at Procopius’ account of these five machines,
following the order of the text by starting with the towers:

mopyous Te Eulivous émomoato iTous TR Teiyel TWY moAsuiwy, xal ETuye ve ToU

aAySots uetpov moAAaxig EvupeTonoausvos Taic Ty Aidwy émbBoAais. TolTois O¢ Tois

TUpyoIS Toxol é TV PBacty éubeBAnuévor Toos ywvig enaoTy UméxsivTo, ol 0 alToUS

nuAdoluevor paota mepiaety ueAdoy om of Teiyouayotvres BolAovto, xai Boss Tols

mopyous Euvdedeuévor eidnoy.”’
The construction of the towers is described within two axes, their height and the way
they are moved. Their height is proportioned to the enemy’s wall, a result attained
through calculations made according to the layers of stone in the wall. Here, we can
observe two themes that appear frequently in The Buildings: the height of walls and the
way stones are fitted to make them, here in layers that can be differentiated. As a

general rule his descriptions tend to deconstruct objects in order to show their structure

and the different parts that make it. However, the fact that the calculations involved are

" Wars V xxi.3-4. He constructed wooden towers equal in height to the enemy’s wall, and he discovered

its true measure by making many calculations based upon the courses of stone. And wheels were attached
to the floor of these towers under each corner, which were intended, as they turned, to move the towers to
any point the attacking army might wish at a given time, and the towers were drawn by oxen yoked
together.
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not explained shows that this is not technical writing; a technical treatise would give
those equations (as can be seen in Hero’s treatise on siege-engines for example). The
second phase of the description referring to the towers’ mobility gives further details
which create an overall view of how the towers move; we know that they have four
wheels, one at each corner, to permit movement in different directions and that they are
drawn by oxen attached together. It is quite a selective description and it does not give
any information on the structure of the tower itself, nor how soldiers get inside it, nor
how many, and indeed Procopius does not even mention that it is supposed to transport
soldiers at all. The only thing that seems to interest him is that the towers can move in
all directions and that they are moved by animals, a strategic detail in the narrative of
the siege because of an episode slightly later where Belisarius laughs at the barbarians
coming with their towers and orders his puzzled soldiers just to shoot the oxen®**. The
description of this machine, as well as the ones that will follow, provides evidence to
refute James Howard-Johnston’s claim that Procopius’ role as Belisarius’ assessor was
as a structural engineer. Even if this description of a tower does give partial details, its
seeming precision is limited as it only provides an impression of a tower, with a general
idea of its proportion and the way it moves, rather than giving us exact figures or
calculations, an account of its capacity or even just its function, which is not evoked at
all. It seems that, even if Procopius had more knowledge than that given the reader, he
chose to write a description that only gave a vague idea of the machine, and provided
details which would be of use in the narrative at a later time (the mention of the oxen).
The second machine is the ram, evoked several times in the Wars. Its description

is the longest of all these machines and is quite complicated, surprisingly, as a ram is

328 VII1Lxxii.2-9.
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arguably simpler than other machines such as a ballista or an onager. Its complexity is
reminiscent parts of the architectural description of Hagia Sophia in Buildings 1. Details
are given on its different parts, the material used to make it, how many men are needed
to draw it, how it is activated and why it has this name:

xioves 0p01 E0hvor Téooages avtion Te xal igor aAGAois EoTaal. ToUTols ¢ Tois Xioat
Q0x0US ONTW EYXAQTIAG EVEIPOVTES TETTAQAS UEY AVW, TooauTas O0¢ oS Tals Baceaty
Evaouolouaty. oixiorov Te oyua TETpaywyou 0yalouevol ToraAuuua TavTayodey
avt! Toiywy Te nal Teiyous drpdépas alTd mepiBaAdovaty, omws N Te unxavy Toic
Elnovaty édagoa i nal of Evdoy &v acpalel oy, WS MPOS TWY EvavTiwy NrioTa
Bareadair. évros d¢ avTijs doxov eTépay avwdey éyxapriay apTyoavTes yalagaic Tais
alloeat xata uéomy paliora TRy ugxavyy éxovaty. Ns o oteiay mololuevor TV axoay,
cioned moAG radameo axida xalvmrovat PéAovs, 1 ral TeTodYwyoy, WOTEQY Axuova,
Tov gidmeoy motolot.*>’

The account starts with a progressive description of the frame of a ram, first, the four
beams that constitute the frame, their size and how they are placed. The use of the word
xioveg is interesting here because it is a word used often in the Buildings to mean a stone
column. The material and the proportions of the beams are also taken into account here.
The second step refers to the timbers used to bind the beams together and where they
are situated. The details provided here allow us to visualize the place of the wooden
shafts binding the beams, which finally leads to an overall appreciation of the structure
of the engine. The word used here for the structure is striking because it usually refers to
a small building or room ‘oixigxov’. As for the word oy7ua, it is used several times in the
Buildings in particular and frequently refers to a costume or garment, for example that

330

of Justinian in the description of his statue™”". As for the adjective ‘four-sided’, it

¥ Wars V xxi.5-8. Four upright wooden beams, equal in length, are set up opposite one another. To

these beams they fit eight horizontal timbers, four above and an equal number at the base, thus binding
them together. After they have thus made the frame of a four-sided building they surround it on all sides,
not with walls of wood or stone, but with a covering of hides, in order that the engine may be light for
those who draw it and that those within may still be in the least possible danger of being shot by their
opponents. And on the inside they hang another horizontal beam from the top by means of chains which
swing free, and they keep it at about the middle of the interior. They then sharpen the end of this beam
and cover it with a large iron head, precisely as they cover the round point of a missile, or they
sometimes make the iron head square like an anvil.

3 Buildings 1.ii.8
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provides a visualization of the structure in a three-dimensional space. Overall, it can be
said that this approach is more that of an amateur architect than that of an engineer,
because of the choice of words and the construction of the description. The impression
is strengthened by the following passage that describes the walls of this structure, walls
which are made of hides in order to be light to carry and to protect those inside it. Here
again, the vocabulary used would be more appropriate for an edifice than for an engine,
with the words 7oigzwy and reigous because they usually refer to walls of stone-built
constructions, and they also seem redundant. The description then moves to the centre
of the structure with the inner beam: the important element here is the fact that the chain
attaching the beam in the centre of the machine is hanging loose, which explains its
mobility. The next part described is the tip of the central beam: the description of the
end of the weapon here provides the material it is made of as well as the possibilities for
its shape, either pointed or square, which enables a simile by comparing it with an anvil.
In the second half of this description of the rams, Procopius offers us a view of the
engine in order to represent how it is moved:

;{at Tgozozg ey 1 M’W(all’)? Temmgot TIPS 1iOVI EXGTTW ;tsw,svo/g smygm/ av3gsg 0¢
aumv ovy wo'(rov N nata ﬂeyroyxoym xivobay E00Sev. of ene/%w avﬂyv () mEIBOAW
épeicwat, T doxoy Mg 01 GeTI uvaImy unyKavi TIVI TTEEQOVTES OTTW vy,
5 /7 E 1 1 7 ~ 2 1 A} ~ b ~ ¢ 1 1 2 ’
atdic e alTny E0v oluy moAAG émi To Teiyos agiaaiy. 1) 0¢ auxva eubBaltouivy
;{amast?m/' Te 5'77')7 77@0071/71701 xal 315)\57V 0a0Ta ola Ts' éo*n, xal am’ aéToU Y
smowx/,/ay mu-r'm/ 7 //,oyzawy Eyet, émel Thg doxol mumg 7 éuBoAy rrgouxouaa
AgaoEly omou TapaTUxol, radamep TWY mpoBaTwy Ta Gpoeva, siwde.

The number of wheels — four — and of men to draw the engine — at least fifty — are

given, and once more Procopius used the word ‘column’ to describe the vertical wooden

3! Wars V.xxi.9-11. And the whole structure is raised upon four wheels, one being attached to each

upright beam, and men to the number of no fewer than fifty to each ram move it from the inside. Then
when they apply it to the wall, they draw back the beam which I have just mentioned by turning a certain
mechanism, and then they let it swing forward with great force against the wall. And this beam by
[frequent blows is able quite easily to batter down and tear open a wall wherever it strikes, and it is for
this reason that the engine has the name it bears, because the striking end of the beam projecting as it
does, is accustomed to butt against whatever it may encounter, precisely as do the males among the
sheep.
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shafts. Finally, the description turns to the mechanism used to activate the engine and
here, the description falls short. The mechanism that activated the engine was where we
were expecting Procopius to get into details since he is so fascinated by the way things
work and the springs that activate the whole machine. Could he have found an
expression more vague than umnyavi Tivi? First, he uses the same word for the whole
engine and the mechanism that makes it work, and second, the use of T does not
provide any more precision to the noun it is attached to but makes it even more elusive.
An engineer would have known what this mechanism was. Perhaps Procopius has the
information, but the fact that his description includes this central hole is quite striking.
Indeed, he does give a sense of the way the engine moves, with expressions that denote
different types of movement; orgégovres that gives the idea of twisting, aveAxovaw the
impression of drawing back, giuy of giving an impulse and a@igor of sending forward.
Those clues make us picture this mechanism as spring-like and make the description a
lively one because of its motion.

The final part of the description goes back to the name of the engine and its
actual effect on walls. Procopius’ interest in names (énmwvuuiav) closes this description
by explaining why this siege-engine is called a ram and comparing the motion of the
engine with that of the animal. To begin with he shows the ram in action with its
repetitive blows (7 ¢ ocugva éuBarlouévn), and the way it throws down (xataceizar) and
destroys the walls so easily (dieleiv ggora). Then, he goes on to the comparison with the
animal: the engine is said to usually strike, mAgaaenl...] eiwde, wherever it happens to
be, omov mapatiyor. The comparison between the animal and the engine does not only
draw on the similarity of their projecting (mgolgovra) movement, but also on the

randomness of this action which is emphasized by the use of the optative here. The ram
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is said to behave the same way among sheep (t@v mgoBatwy Ta ageeva); Procopius seems
here to have used this image in a special way, instead of just comparing the similar
aspect of the head of the animal and the engine, he decided to compare the randomness
and frequency of their attacks, the animal against the flock and the engine against the
walls. The fact that the description of the ram is the longest and most complicated when
the engine is arguably not the most complicated — when one thinks of the ballista for
example — is not that surprising perhaps because its name permits a comparison with an
animal. Indeed, Procopius often compares man-made creations with natural things, such
as the coloured marbles of Hagia Sophia to a meadow; as if art and mechanics imitated
nature.

The second part of this technical digression is devoted to the description of
defensive engines used by the Romans. The first one, the ballista, has been studied
closely and compared to accounts in other authors like Ammianus by Marsden®*>. He
notes ‘various vague and apparently contradictory hints’, and goes so far as to conclude
that:

‘it appears that Procopius thought that some part of the stock travelled forward

when the trigger was released, and then stopped, allowing the missile to

continue its course. Now, whatever sort of ballista Procopius has in mind, one

thing is absolutely certain: neither the slider, nor any other portion of the stock,

moves when we pull the trigger. Procopius’ erroneous conception of the

ballista’s action inevitably reduces our confidence in the rest of his account.’
Procopius’ description of the ballista is as follows:

Tobou 02 ayfua Exovaty al umyaval altal, évepdéy Te avTol xoiAn Tis EuAivy xepaia

Toolxel, auTy wey xalapa NoTuEY, TIONed O eUdeig T ém}tawéwy 5’775130'&1/ duv Toug

molewiovs ey&su&s BaMen/ NI av&ga)rmz, Bgozou Bgazsog a/sg(rs/ Ta fu)\a g

alMygia veuew Tol00T1Y 4 3';7 Toi Toéov a. dxea §uyﬂa,wel elval, TOY Te aTgcmToz/ ev T4

n0i\y xepaig Tidevral, T@V alwy BeAdy, amep éx T@Y Tobwy apiaot, wiros uey

ExovTa GUITU UAAITTE, 0005 0 XATA TETPATAGTIOV. TTEQOIS UEVTOI 0U TOIS Elw o0ty

2 /’ b 1 4 1 b ~ ~ 1 /7 b /7 /s 2 ~ ~
evégetal, alla Elda Aemra éc TQY TTEQ@Y TV ywoay EveipovTeS GAOY ATOMILOTYTAL TOU
Bédous To oyua, weyadny altd Alay xal Tot mayovs xata Aoyoy TRy axida

32 Marsden (1971), 246-248.
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2 14 /’ ’ ’ ~ c ’ ~ \ ’ ¢
euBarrovtes. aoiyyouai Te a3ével mOAAD of aupoTéowSey umyavaic Tigl, xal ToTE 1)
7 ’ ~ b ’ 1 /’ 14 2 ~ \ E G4 n 1 4

#0i\y xepaia mpotoloa éxmimtel To Bédos wote lnveitar uev oly ooy 1 xata dlo
~ ’ 4 ’ 1 €\ 7 b 1 /’ ¢ ’ 4 1 c 4

T3¢ Tokeiag BoAag, 0évdpou Oc N Aidou EmTuyoy TEUVE! Paditws. TOIAUTY WEY 1) wnyavT

2 b 1 ~ b /7 4 (4 \} /’ c 14 b ~ 333

goTiy éml ToU ovouaTos TouTou, 0TI 00 PBarlel w¢ watiota, émxiydeiva.

Marsden appears to be right in presuming that Procopius might not actually understand
the way the ballista works, as he refers once more to the mechanism that makes it work
with the same vague expression used for the ram, in the plural this time: unyavaic 107>
Procopius’ account is not that of an engineer, and his pose of technical knowledge is
obvious here. What he does in this passage, is mainly to compare how a ballista works
to how a bow works in order to give his readership an impression of the engine, with the
use of terms such as ‘the form of a bow’ (1oéov 02 oy7jua) or ‘they reproduce the general
form of the arrow’ (amouiuotvrar Toi SeAous To ayfua), and compares its reach to that of
a bow: namely, twice its reach (oly fooov 9 xata dbo Tis Tofeias BoAag). The indication
of proportions regarding the size of the missile, that is one and a half as long and four
times as wide as a normal arrow, gives an impression of relative precision. The details
on different materials used like the iron base and the wooden pieces instead of feathers
also contribute to drawing the picture of the ballista. This whole description based on
the comparison of the ballista with a bow that presents it as a bigger and more powerful
version of a bow leads up to his etymological explanation of the term ‘ballista’ as a

combination of faAAw and uariora.

33 Wars V xxi.14-18. Now these engines have the form of a bow, but on the under side of them a grooved

wooden shaft projects, this shaft is so fitted to the bow that it is free to move, and rests upon a straight
iron bed. So when men wish to shoot at the enemy with this, they make the parts of the bow which form
the ends bend toward one another by means of a short rope fastened to them, and they place in the
grooved shaft the arrow, which is about one half the length of the ordinary missiles which they shoot from
bows, but about four times as wide. However, it does not have feathers of the usual sort attached to it, but
by inserting thin pieces of wood in place of feathers, they give it in all respects the form of an arrow,
making the point which they put on very large and in keeping with its thickness. And the men who stand
on either side wind it up tight by means of certain appliances, and then the grooved shaft shoots forward
and stops, but the missile is discharged from the shaft, and with such force that it attains the distance of
not less than two bow-shots, and that, when it hits a tree or a rock, it pierces it easily. Such is the engine
ggﬁtich bears this name, being so called because it shoots with very great force.

xxi.17.
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After this account of the bow-like machine, he goes on to mention machines
called ‘wild asses’, onagers (ovaygor), which are defined very succintly as adapted for
throwing stones (& AiSwy Bolag émrndeias>’) and of a sling-like appearance (o@endévy O
abrai ez upegeic®). This straightforward account does not provide any information
on the way the onagers work. He then goes on to describe in more detail other machines
called with an animal name, the ‘wolves’:

doxovs OUo IoTaaty éx ¥is ayor xal & Tas émarbes ébinvovusvas, Eila Te clpyaouiva

en’ alMpha Suevor Ta wev o0pda, Ta O éynapaia Evaguolovaty, ws TV évégoewy Ta v

uérw eis algra Toumuata paiveaSal. exacts 0¢ aguovias éuBoly Tic moolxel,

HEVTOQ Trayel é Ta waMoTa éupepns oboa. xal Ty ElAwy Ta éyrapaia és doxoy

enatépay mkauevol, avwIey aypl &5 wolpay ONXOVTA TRHY NUITEIAY, UTTIAS TaS 00xoUS

éml Ty MUAQY avaxlivoual. xal Emeday alT@Y EyyuTépw of ToAémor IxwyTal, of Ot

avwey axpwy doxdoy aausvor wdoloty, abTtal 0 é Tols émovTas éx ToU alpvidiou

duminTovoal Toic mooéyouat T&v duBodéy, Srovs &y Adfoiey, elmetds nrelvovat.’
The description is quite complicated, once again, when Procopius is trying to explain
the structure of the machine, even though there is little by way of mechanics involved.
The description of the criss-cross structure is, perhaps, unneccessarily complicated,
stating that beams are placed upright and crosswise and therefore have holes between
them. He also uses another word of shepherd’s vocabulary, in keeping with his previous
mention of rams and wolves, when he compares the projecting beaks of the machine to
a thick goad (xévrow mayei). Procopius does not feel the need to explain the reason why

wolves are given this name, which is because of their resemblance to a wolf’s jaw, full

of sharp teeth, falling on the enemy.

33 xxi. 18.

330 xxi. 19.

37 Wars V.xxi.20-22. They set up two timbers which reach from the ground to the battlements; then they
fit together beams which have been mortised to one another, placing some upright and others crosswise,
so that the spaces between the intersections appear as a succession of holes. And from every joint there
projects a kind of beak, which resembles very closely a thick goad. Then they fasten the crossbeams to the
two upright timbers, beginning at the top and letting them extend half way down, and then lean the
timbers back against the gates. And whenever the enemy come up near them, those above lay hold of the
ends of the timbers and push, and these, falling suddenly on the assailants, easily kill with the projecting
beaks as many as they may catch.
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There is only one siege-engine mentioned in the Buildings, but it is quite
interesting because of its hybrid nature and the way it is treated. The engine here is half-
machine, half-animal and the way it is described is quite redundant:

e 1 E ~ b / 4 » 1 ’ b 1 ~ b4 ¢
xal ouwihos uey almoic éAeqpavtwy Epetat, olgovat 0t EuAivous Eml T@Y Duwy ol
. 338
EAépavTes TUpyoUs, ol umoneiwevor avti Jeueliowy éotybovat...

The structure of the passage is clearly that of a chiasmus here with the wooden towers
resting on the elephants’ shoulders, and the elephants themselves supporting the towers
as foundations. The term foundation, JzueAiwy, itself is also interesting because it is
another word of architectural vocabulary, which continues to show that Procopius

approaches objects in terms of architecture, just like edifices.

After looking at these machines, one gets the impression that Procopius
deliberately creates an impression of technicality, which distracts from his actual lack of
expertise — particularly regarding mechanics. The descriptions appear complicated and
technical at first because of his methodology which builds up objects in the description
part by part, overwhelming the reader with minute details. But they are not a manual
that would give instructions on how to make them and they rarely employ vocabulary
that his audience would not understand. These passages tell us how to see the engines,
controlling the process by delivering the information gradually and only allowing us to
visualize the whole at the end. They also pose the problem of the status of technical
digressions. Ian Kelso>*’ argued that Ammianus and Procopius’ descriptions of siege-

engines were classicizing, basing his argumentation on Lucian’s recommendations for

¥ Buildings 11i.11, and that a great number of elephants would come with them, and these would bear

wooden towers on their shoulders, under which they would stand, supporting them like foundations.
39 Kelso (2003), 122-125.
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writing history*’, which he says requires the reader to understand the soldier’s battle
drills, to know their arms and some machines. One cannot but agree with him on the
fact that Ammianus and Procopius do not appear to have been technically trained;
however, his simple expanation for their digressions by the need to fulfill a classicizing
agenda popular at the time seems too dismissive and simplistic. Indeed, technical
digressions and treatises need to be examined by literary critics as well as by
archaeologists and historians; talking about Frontinus’ On Aqueducts Alice Konig
argues that ‘Practical manuals are seen as maybe of interest for specialist historians but

as having little to recommend them to a wider audience”*"'

. Beyond lack of interest,
there seems to be a literal fear of technical descriptions for some, as an abundance of
details can sometimes leave the reader disheartened.

In the case of Procopius’s descriptions of siege engines, there is really not much
to be scared of. At any rate, when looked at closely, they do not display much of what
one would think as strictly technical; such as the use of expert vocabulary foreign to the
reader, difficult calculations, or complicated mechanical principles. Instead, these
descriptions use simple vocabulary familiar to the reader, words that Procopius also
uses in the Buildings when describing constructions, and they rely on the same devices
we have seen in the ekphrases of chapter 1 to keep his audience attentive, such as
enargeia — for example with the dynamic description of the ballista’s movement — and
the use of visually evocative similes — for example with the image of the ram compared
to the animal that gave it its name striking at random amongst a herd. As for the

abundance of details and importance given to each part that makes a whole machine, it

helps to give Procopius’s work its material quality and a rich texture, and just as with

% Lucian How to write history 37.

! Konig and Whitmarsh (2007), 177.
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his dazzling description of Hagia Sophia, it takes the reader on a visual journey through

the minute details, as opposed to leaving him overwhelmed by the whole.

Cunning devices

Before the building of an object can take place, there is a necessary design.
Design is what Procopius celebrates in the case of the special rams made by the Sabiri,
which he gives a particular account of in Wars VIIL.x1.29-34. This unique type of ram is
emphasized because of its innovations. Procopius could not be more emphatic about
how innovative it is and how clever the barbarians who created them were since he
introduces the special ram with a heavily hyperbolic statement:

wnxavny Tive meTeyynoavTo, ola oUte Pwuaiwy olte Iegody Tivi, 6 ol yeyovagty

avpwrol, & Evoiay GAIe* naiTol TEQVIT@WY wev moAUS quidos év exatéoq moliTeig

Viyové e Gel nal Taviy oy,
First, he accentuates the fact that none of the Romans or Persians had thought of this
before with the very classical hyperbolic proposition (£ o0 yeyovaoy avdewmnor), and then
he adds the paradoxical second proposition that accentuates the number of good
engineers among both countries with the redundant ‘a great throng’ (moAds uilos), and
feels the need to specify ‘always and now’ (a¢/ xai Taviv). His admiration of the Sabiri
is pretty obvious by now, but he still goes on at length again about how odd it is that
having been in the need of something like this, no one had thought of it before:

é¢ woeiay 0¢ moAAaxnis éc Tov mavTa aiva XaTETTHTAY TS UNKAVIS EXATEQO! TAUTIS,
¢ SoUpaTa TelyouayolyTeS év ywpiols axAnpoic xal dvobatois Tigl xeiweva: all’

**2 They devised a contrivance, such as had never been conceived by anyone else of the Romans or of the

Persians since men have existed, although there have always been and now are great numbers of
engineers in both countries.
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> ~ > 1 1 2 4 ~ /’ c/ 4 1 ~ / ~
alT@y ovdevi To evduumua ToUTo YevévyTal omep TouTols O Toic BaoBagors Taviy
343
Véyovey...

He insists once more through the means of adverbs like moAAzxig (many times),
strengthening adjectives like mayra in the locution ‘throughout their whole history’ and
antithetic expressions like aAA” and ovdev, which again build up the emphasis. But what
one cannot help but remark here is the vocabulary of designing and inventing with
terms such as éneregyoavro, évvoray and évdiunua, which all stress the creative part of
the process. Without the creation, there is no object, and the interest of Procopius in
objects seems to revolve a lot around how from the need, é ypeiav, then comes the
design to create something as the fulfilment of this need. The structure applied to the
construction of the Sabiri’s rams is very clear to see: first comes the problem, which
creates the need, then someone thinks about a device to solve the issue, and finally the
object is made. This tripartite structure can be seen more or less obviously in the
autopsy of the making of several devices in the Wars.

The emblematic example of Procopius’ method is that of the device built by the
Romans in I1.viii.9. Initially, there is a problem with the narrowness of the structure
they are going to stand on to fight:

2 ~ - ~ 14 1 ¢ 2 /7 b 4 5 2 s T ¢ 14

évratda Pwuaior (rrevotaTy yap v onodouia éTiyyavey oloa é@’ 75 IoTduevol
~ 344

moAeuely EueAdov)

The editors of the text added brackets here to throw into relief the clause that is
introduced by the superlative srevoraty - a word which is highlighted by its position
right after the first bracket. Brackets were not necessary because of the explanatory

particle yag, which indicates that the clause is separate from the main part of the

% And though both nations have often been in need of this device throughout their history, in storming
the walls of fortresses situated on any rough and difficult ground, yet not to a single one of them has
come this idea which now occurred to these barbarians.

My hereupon the Romans, since the structure on which they were to stand when fighting was very
narrow [...].
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sentence which goes on after being interrupted with érevonoay tade. Here, we find
another form of the verb vozw, this time with the prefix émi, which accentuates the idea
of contriving. As for Tade, it makes the structure of the exposition even more obvious
with its introductory use as demonstrative. It points out to the reader that there is
something important in the following passage, the making of the device:

1 1 b b /’ /’ 1 ~ 4 > ’ (24 ~
doxovs warpas & arAprovs Evvdéovtes uetald Ty mlpywy éngéuwy, oUTw TE TOAD
eUpUTEQAS 0N TAUTAS TAS XWPas EMoiovy, omws éT TAsious évIévde auvverdal Tols

Teryouayotvras ool T Gaow... >
The making phase of the object here is focused on the effect and the resolution of the
problem with the comparative terms edgutépas, larger, and mAziovs, more, and the
conjunction omws, ‘so that’. Procopius’ account of this ‘cunning device’ appears to have
a very clear and methodological aspect that makes it as simple as the three steps:
problem, design, and solution. Other examples of ‘cunning devices’ can be found in the
text, which respect this structure fairly strictly. During the siege of Edessa, in
II.xxvi.28-29, exactly the same structure is used when the Romans attack with missiles
workmen erecting the artificial mound. In a first stage, Procopius states the situation and
then uses a transition highlighting the design process (16 09 of BaeBagor emevéouy Tade*),
using the same verb and demonstrative as in our first example. The building of the
screens used to protect the workmen follows: they are made of goat’s hair, which is
attached to wooden planks already set up. One cannot but remark here the appearance of
another animal that belongs to a pastoral scene in the context of a siege. Finally, the

screens perform their function and block the missiles.

** Binding together long timbers they suspended them between the towers, and in this way they made
these spaces much broader, in order that still more men might be able to ward off the assailants from
there.

3 Wherefore the barbarians devised the following plan.
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In II.xi1i1.23-24, it is Antonina who has an ingenious idea and saves the water
that was getting spoilt on the boat. Procopius mentions that while the expedition was
being delayed during its crossing of the Adriatic Sea, the water supply was completely
spoiled, aside for that of Belisarius and his table-companions, thanks to Antonina who
had had the forethought of protecting it from the sun. This time, the transition between
the problem and the solution (roito yap dccwaato wovoy 7 Behicagiov yuvy Teomw T01pde)
uses the verb cwlw, save, instead of a verb of mind. The building part of the device is
interesting because it shows Antonina as a resourceful woman who can construct
something structured, as the word oxigxoy, little room, implies, which puts her in a very
different light than in the Secret History. This flattering portrayal of Antonina as
ingenious and helpful during the expedition may very well not be historically accurate,
but it is in keeping with the positive slant to Procopius’s representation of Belisarius at
this early stage of the Wars.

Another example of a cunning device invented by a character is that of
Artasires’ defensive sleeve in IV.xxviii.10.11 once more introduced in the terms: ¢ ¢
Agraaigns émevoet Tade. The structure of this passage is slightly different however, since
the purpose of the sleeve is explained after its building phase. Arrows are tied to his
wrist and hidden under his sleeve to serve in defending him in case someone should
attempt to strike him with a weapon. And indeed in IV .xxviii.31-32, when Artasires is
attacked by Ulitheus with a sword, the defensive sleeve manages to protect him from
the blow and saves his life.

Finally there is a long passage in V.xix.19-26 which explains how Belisarius
found out another way to make a mill work. This is introduced after stating the problem

(with the aqueduct broken there was no way to make the mill work, even with animals
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because they were scarce) by another version of the same type of introductory clause
(Behigagios é€etipe T0dz). All of the aforementioned examples show us that Procopius
does not apprehend objects as things without origins, but considers them from the
beginning of their elaboration, always stating what problem or need solicited their
design and putting the focus on whoever invented them. From this stage he goes on to
the building stage, and in most cases, objects are not described as the result product but
as parts assembled together to throw into relief their progressive elaboration.

There is another example of a cunning device, which is both interesting and
amusing. In the Secret History, Justin is described as illiterate (auadnros 0¢ yoauuatwy
amavrwy’*’), which turns out to be problematic in the conduct of his office, as emperors
need to write and sign letters carrying their orders. This motivates his entourage to
contrive a clever little contraption, a sort of stencil, made in the following way:

EAw elpyaouivew Boayer éynodadayvtes poppny Tiva YoauuaTwy TETTAQWY, ATEQ
- - o 343
‘avaryviovar’ T Aativwy ewvi dvvatal...

This device is, literally, a literary object. The carved wood used with ink imitates a
written word, a signature of the emperor. Its duplicity goes further than imitating
writing, since the word written, legi, | have read, is a lie itself as Justinus cannot read.
There is an undeniable underlying contempt in this passage on Procopius’ part, as an
illiterate emperor surely does not correspond to his ideal of the perfect sovereign. This
is another function of objects, as they can embody ideological or symbolical content. In
the case of a psogos, an object can function as an element of the blame. Indeed, objects
are integral in the construction of identity, which is something I will address in the rest

of this chapter.

7 Secret History vi.11.
8 Secret History vi.15. Taking a small strip of prepared wood, they cut into it a sort of pattern of the
four letters which mean in the Latin language ‘I have read’.
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The few examples of cunning devices I have examined thus far have shown that
not only is Procopius interested in the fabrication of objects, but he also devotes some
of his narrative to showing how the idea behind the design of these objects come to life,
and his descriptions of the process of designing objects appears to praise human
ingenuity and creative impulse. This praise can apply to a whole people like the Sabiri,
but also to characters like Belisarius and Antonina. In some ways, the Buildings
themselves could be said to be a praise of Justinian’s creative force, as well as that of
his master-builders. The last device mentioned however seems to focus less on
emphasising the ingenuity of those who made it rather than the lack which created the

need for the device, that is Justin’s illiteracy.

IL. Objects as vessels of identity: the purple and the gold>*

Some objects in Procopius are represented as a whole — as opposed to being
dissected part by part or shown as they are being made — and are used as such because
they have a strong symbolical or ideological content. Therefore, they function as icons
and emblems throughout Procopius’ work. Clothes, for example, can embody a
character’s social rank, legitimacy, or even personality®”". Some objects can influence
history and be driving forces in the narrative, like standards in a war, treasures that

provoke cupidity and sacred relics that produce a miracle. Other objects even have such

** For a discussion and bibliography of purple in Byzantine culture, see James (1996), 121.

%% Clothing as a mean to express social status was very important in Late Antiquity. See Delmaire (2003)
and Baratte (2004). Tougher and James (2005) even argue that it was even more important for clothing to
express status than gender (for example in the case of the eunuchs and Theodora in the Ravenna mosaics).
The Theodosian code included prescriptions on dress (e.g. X.xx.18, X.xxi.3 and XIV.x.1). Peter the
Patrician who was master of offices during Justinian wrote about imperial etiquette regarding dress
(reproduced in Constantine Porphyrogenitus Book of ceremonies 84-96)
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a great importance in Procopius’ work that he goes so far as to build extensive

digressions and narrations solely around them.

Dressing the part
Clothes, jewellery, even weapons, in short every object that is part of someone’s
appearance, provide information on the character wearing them, they also, as Kaja

*31 They can differentiate

Silverman puts it, ‘make the human body culturally visible
people according to their culture; the barbarians from the Romans, and different tribes
of barbarians from each other. When Procopius goes into an ethnographical excursus he
does not forget to mention and compare the different style of clothes worn by the
tribes>>%. Clothes can point out flaws in a character’s personality, as we can see in the
example of Theodora’s clothing that embodies her depravity. In the Secret History,
Theodora is first depicted in ix.9 in her youth dressed in the following attire:

Ocodwpa 0 N wet' Encivyy yTwvioKoy YEIQIOWTOY aUTEXOUEVY OouAw TTaidl mpémovTa

14 b ¢ ~ 4 1 A} 14 2 \ ~ b4 2 \ 2 s IGo
Ta Te arMa UmpeToloa eimeTo xal To PaSoov Eml TAY Duwy acl Epepey @’ olmep
s 3 ~ / ~ >/ 353
éneivy év Toic EuAAoyois naSodar eiwet...

The clothing and the behaviour here seem to be deeply connected since her servile
(JovAw maudi meémovra) short sleeved tunic (yirwvigroy yeipidwrov) reflects her servile
behaviour which consists of ‘serving’ (vmmeetolira) people as a slave does and carrying

her sister’s stool on her shoulders at all times. Therefore Theodora’s clothes and

1 Silverman (1986), 47. Silverman uses psycho-analysis (especially Lacan and Kristeva) to approach the
history of vestimentary self-fashioning. She observes that clothing and ornamentation map the shape of
the ego and make apparent the complicated visual exchange of the psyche: seeing/voyeurism and being-
seen/exhibitionism.

2 In IV.vi.5-14, his comparison of Vandals and Moors include the luxury in the clothing of the first as
opposed to the roughness of the second. In VII.xiv.22-26 when he compares the Sclaveni and Antae and
in VIIL.xix.17, he mentions how the Cutrigurs wear gold and fine clothes as opposed to the Utrigurs.

3 And Theodora, the next in order, clothed in a little sleeved frock suitable to a slave girl, would follow
her about, performing various services and in particular always carrying on her shoulders the stool on
which her sister was accustomed to sit in the assemblies.
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accessories seem to be part of her character and express her personality as much as her
actions. The depravity of her attire in the following passages consists in undressing,
amodvaauéyy, in public in ix.14, in drawing up her dress in a shameless way (avacvgaca
Te Ta luaTia 0vdevi xoouw) in ix.17 and in finally just wearing a girdle on her private
parts (augi Ta aidoia xai Tovs BovBhvas dalwva Exovaa uovev) in ix.20. The final example
may be the most shocking one; the girdle here appears to emphasize her nudity even
more than not wearing anything at all — and Procopius also states that were it not illegal,
she would have not worn the girdle at all and been completely naked™>”.

Clothing depicted in an erotic and shocking situation can also be seen in
Theodosius’ example in the Secret History 1.20. When Belisarius catches his wife
cheating on him with Theodosius, the latter’s attire is in the following state:

’ ~ ’ b ’ 1 ¢ /’ ¢ ~ 1 b 1 A > ~ 1 2 7
xaimep T OcodoTi éxdeAvuévoy Tov juavta o0pdy Tov auel Ta aidoia Tas avatupidas
355 I
Euvdéovra...

The belt here, juavra, is the element that permits to hold things together and hide the
‘shameful parts’ (ta aidvia). Losing the belt for a man is similar to losing his dignity as
a further example can prove, still in the Secret History, when men who are unfit or too
old to serve in the army in xxiv.8 are treated in this manner:

nal aUT@Y TIVAS eV ATE AyPEloVs ovTas 1 Yeymoarotas apalpsicdal Tas (wvas
356
ETOAUY...

The expression may be a symbolical one since the translator, Dewing, adds as a
footnote “i.e. ‘discharged in disgrace’”. However, we cannot but wonder whether the

expression reflected an actual reality and was to be understood literally, as opposed to

%% This last example is analysed by Webb (2008), 4-6 as a means to de-humanise Theodora and make her

a non-person.

3 Though he could see that the belt which supported the drawers of Theodosius, covering his private
parts, had been loosened.

%% And they dared to strip the belts from some of these as being unfit or too old.

132



Envisioning Byzantium

what Dewing thinks, which would make sense because of the humiliation of being
stripped of their belts in public.

Clothing in Procopius is a lot about ‘dressing the part’; wearing something that
is appropriate for one’s status and social rank, which makes dressing highly codified.
However, there are many examples of characters not dressing the part in Procopius and
actually trying to pass as someone else in a sort of medieval carnival where the masters
and the slaves exchange their clothes. A first example of this situation could be that of
the barbarians who dress in a manner inferior to their rank in the Wars. In IV .xxvi.26,
Areobindus dresses in the following way:

ApeoBivdos [...1 jwatiov aumeyouevos oUTe oTEaTYYH 0UTE aMM@ oTeaTEVOUEVW AvdpI
’ ’ ” ) \ ’ N N\ 7 ’ ’ 357
emTyleiws éxov, aAla dolAw % idiwTy TavTaTact mémov...

The structure of this proposition is quite redundant with the use of two segments built in
a parallel way: the first stating that his outfit was not proper for a general or soldier
articulated around the adverb émrydziws and the second that it was appropriate for a
slave or someone not in the army articulated around the adjective mgémov. The use of
these two words stresses the importance of dressing appropriately to one’s station.
Totila is another barbarian who chooses to wear an outfit not appropriate to his status,
but this time with dramatic consequences because it will lead to his death. The extreme
discrepancy between his two different war attires is very striking. His armour is
described in VIIL.xxxi.18 as extremely beautiful:

Y Te Va0 TWY OTMAWY THEVYY HATAXOQWS TQ) YOUTH KATEIAYUUEYTY UTHTXETO XAl

~ ¢ 14 ¢ ’ v ~ 7’ 1 ~ /7 ¢ ’ A4
TV 0f palapwy o0 xoowos éx Te ToU TiAov xal Tol dopaTos alovpyos Te xal aAAwS
358
Baaihixos amenpéuato Savuaoctos ooos...

37 Areobindus [...] clad in a garment which was suitable neither for a general nor for any one else in
military service, but altogether appropriate to a slave or one of private station.

%8 For the armour in which he was clad was abundantly plated with gold and the ample adornments

which hung from his cheek-plates as well as from his helmet and spear were not only of purple but in
other respects befitting a king, marvellous in their abundance.
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The description here evokes the material used in the armour, gold (yovo®), the colour of
the ornaments, purple (aAovgyog), and the impression conveyed, awe (Javuastos),
elements which make it the proper war attire for a king (BagiAixos). The fact that he then
proceeds to dance between the two armies in his heavy armour adds to the impression of
awe in this passage. It contrasts greatly with the passage where he is wearing a simple
soldier’s attire in xxxii.34. The attire is not even described, but simply referred to as év
oreamiwTou Aoyw wrhicuévos, which defines it as not even worthy of being described. The
purpose of Totila here was not to be noticed (o0 BovAguevos Tois moleuiors Evdnlog eivar)
which fatefully leads him to die with no design on the part of the enemy (odx £
émBovdis v modewiwy™).

A further example of the lack of appropriate dress is Romans dressing as
barbarians. In Buildings 111.i1.6, it is Theodorus who wears the clothes of a satrap (r7¢
cateameias evdidvaxousvew To ayiua). However, in this example he is wearing the robes of
office because he is assuming the function of a satrap and needs to dress the part,
whereas in the Secret History xiv.2, Justinian is accused of behaving like a barbarian, an
accusation which includes his clothing choices: aAda v 1e yAdTrav xai To oyfua xai
o didvoray éBaoBaolery [...1°%°. This sentence is a perfect example of the rhetoric of
psogos because of its tripartite form, the favourite of many orators, with the three forms
of polemic: acting like a barbarian in language, clothing and thinking. The importance
of clothing places it in a central position in this attack. Indeed, the Secret History is the
place for disguises of all sorts with its gallery of villains and victims all trying to hide
something with their borrowed costumes. In .38, Antonina adopts the shocking

costume of a widow even though her husband is still alive. She is actually mourning her

359
360

xxxii.36.
But in speech and in dress and in thinking he played the barbarian.
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sexual life because her lover enrolled himself as a monk and she behaves in the
following manner:
ToTE O naT’ axoas éwavy xal Ty éodira Evv T4 daity & Toomov uetabarotoa Tov

TEVOY TEQIEl TURYA HaTA TV olxiay xwxlovaa, oAoAvYT] Te nexomuévy wAoplpeTo
361 -
oUx amoAeAciuuévoy TaVOPOS. ..

The most important word here is Zuavy, because Antonina seems here to have
completely lost her mind to act in such a way. Not only does she adopt the dress code
(¢0377a) and lifestyle (diaity) of a widow, but she also acts as one with her wailing
(xwsdovaa), crying (oAoAvyq) and lamenting (wAoglgeTo). She dresses the part so well
there that she is actually a believable widow, although she is doing all of this in front of
her husband. Acting can become a matter of survival in the world of the Secret History,
as the example of Photius in iii.30 shows. His persecution by Theodora has no limits
since she does not respect holy places and does not hesitate to drag him away from the
sanctuaries that should protect him. He finally succeeds in escaping her in the following
way:

Gl 1 b 4 /’ 1 ~ ~ ’ 1 ~ /’ \} b
o 0 amodoiauevos Te xal TV wovay@y ralovuévwy To ayiua mepilBarAouevos Ty éx
. 362
Ocodwpas rolaoty daguyely éoye...

Altering his appearance was the only way to escape Theodora, both with his outfit (rav
wovay@y xatovuévwy To ayiue) and his haircut (amodgiausvog) which makes Theodora
look like a pagan goddess whose wrath makes her follow her victims all around the
earth, like Hera with Zeus’s lovers. Tyranny, like any form of government that provokes

disorders, does have an effect to the way people dress, which can be seen in particular

%' Antonina thereupon became utterly frantic, and changing her dress together with the routine of her
life to the mourning mode, she went about through the house moaning constantly, weeping and wailing
even when her husband was close at hand.

%2 There he shaved his head, and by clothing himself in the garb of the monks, as they are called, he
succeeded in escaping the punishment of Theodora.
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with the example of the fear inspired by the Factions that influence the way people dress
in vii.18:

1 2 s E ~ ~ 1 1 ’ \ ’ A4 ’ ~ b ’
xal am’ avtot yatraic To Aomoy Cwvais Te xal Tepovals nal waTiog ToOAAD éAagaovws
”n \ \ 3 s/ 3 ~ ) ~ 1% \ \ ~ ’ s 363
7 nata Ty alay ws mAgioTol ExodvTo, omws 0N wN TR PiAoxalw amoAwytal...

Because of the factions’ persecution, the upper middle class of Constantinople now
wears bronze (yalAxais) jewellery and clothes much inferior to their status (a&iav).
Procopius here seems to defend the right of his class to have a taste for fine clothes
(prhoxalw) without attracting trouble. Indeed, dressing in a nice way is enough to attract
the attention of the factions, as in the example of the elegant woman abducted because
of her good taste in dress, who then commits suicide so that she would not be raped in
vii.37. There is something highly symbolic in clothing that makes people believe they
can have the lifestyle the clothes evoke if they can get the clothes. The perfect example
for this is that of John the Cappadocian’s crazy ambition that leads him to
misunderstand an oracle in the Wars I1.xxx.52-54. In a very ironic way, marvel-
mongers predict that he will wear Augustus’ garment: ws ey avtov 10 Tt AlyoloTou
aumicyzodar ayfuae. John understands that he is meant to wear the garment of emperor,
which is what he wishes for. But when the premonition fulfils itself it is because he is
being compelled to become a priest and the people in charge of this compel him to wear
a cloak and a tunic belonging to a priest called Augustus who was present at this time
(TodTov Om ToU AdyoloTou, éyyls Ty oVTOS, TOV TE QAIVOARY Xal TOV yIT@Va EVOIOUTHET I TIPOS

TQY TG E0YW EQETTWTWY YWAYAATTO).

%% The result of this was that thereafter most men used girdles and brooches of bronze and mantles much

inferior to their station, in order that they might not be destroyed by their love of beautiful things.
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In Procopius, objects function as symbols of power, especially jewellery. In the
Wars 1.xxiv.24, the masquerade of Hypatius’ nomination as emperor by the people is
thrown into relief by his coronation:

(o0 yap 1 ailroic olre dradqua olte T1 aAho @y Baciléa mepiBalreadar vouos)
. ~ . ~ 364
OTPETTTOY Tiva, yovooly éml T nepalf Séuevor PaciAéa Pwuaiwy aveimoy...

This ceremony looks as if it could belong in a carnival, it is a make-believe coronation,
as the clause that the editors put in between parentheses emphasizes: Hypatius’ crown is
not a real diadem but some kind of golden necklace, orgentov Tiva yovaoty, which the
indefinite article Tiva exposes as a random object that does not hold the ideological
potency of a real tiara. This potency of objects is shown by the fact that stripping
someone of the symbols of their office causes them to actually lose the office itself. In
the Wars 1.xvii.26-28, the mirranes receives a bitter punishment, movijs mixoeas, from the
king Cabades. His head-ornament is taken away from him as a punishment for his
defeat in the battle, and it is a remarkable piece of jewellery for its beauty because it is
wrought of gold and pearls (éx te yovool xai uaoyagwy memomuévwy). A similar example
of a barbarian humiliated by the stripping of the symbols of his office is Gelimer during
the triumph of Belisarius whose purple coat is ripped from him in IV.ix.12: 7o
noppugida megiedovres. This potency of symbols might be the reason why Procopius
thoroughly describes symbols of office for two different barbarian nations, in the Wars
and in the Buildings. In the Wars 111.xxv.7 it is the Vandals’ tokens that are described in
the following order; first the staff and the cap:

0a6os Te apyvod xaTaxeypUTWUEYY xal TIA0S agyupols oly oAMY T xepalqy
orénwy, GIN Gonse oTewdyy TeEAaudaty doyveoic mavtaysSey dveyduevog. ..

%% Then since they had neither diadem nor anything else with which it is customary for a king to be

clothed, they placed a golden necklace upon his head and proclaimed him Emperor of the Romans.
%5 4 staff of silver covered with gold, and a silver cap, not covering the whole head, but like a crown and
held in place on all sides by bands of silver.
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followed by the cloak, the tunic and the boot:

1 ’ ’ A} b ~ /7 1 1 1 5 b ’ 4
xal ToBwyioy T1 Aeuxoy é¢ yovaiy mepovyy xata Tov 0elloy Quwy v yAauudos TxMuaT!
~ ’ ~ \ ’ b [ ’ > 7 366
Octralis Euvioy, Ty Te Acunog moxiduata éxwy, xal apbIiAy émiyouaos...

These symbols are defined by their preciousness evoked by the silver and gold, their
bright white colour, and their detail shown by the embroidery*®’. Furthermore, they
need to imply power through the use of precious materials, colours and great
craftsmanship.

The symbols described in Buildings 111.1.18-23 are those of the Armenians.
Procopius deems them worthy of a description because they are never going to be seen
by men again (a&iov 02 Ta cUuBola Tatra dnddoar Aoyw, émel ovxiti & avpwmov oy
apieTar), giving with this assertion even more value to his account. The first item is a
woollen cloak (yAauvs 9 € épiwy memoiquévy), however its wool does not come from a
sheep but from a sea-creature called mivvos and the part where officials usually have
purple is here overlaid with gold (yeve® 02 9 Tijs moegloas xaTnApleimo woipa). The cloak
is fastened by a very finely designed brooch, which is made of gold and has a precious
stone in its centre (Aidoy émi uéons megippartovaa Tiva évtiwov) from which hang three
sapphires by loose gold chains (a¢” of 0n vaxivdor Tecis yovoais Te xai yalagais Tais
aAvaeaty amexgéuavto). There is also a silk tunic with adornments of gold that are called
nAovuia. Finally the knee-length boots (vmodquata wéxer és yow) are of a red colour
(@orvinol gowuatog) and of a sort that is proper only for the Roman emperor or the

Persian king.

3% 4 kind of white cloak gathered by a golden brooch on the right shoulder in the form of a Thessalian
cape, and a white tunic with embroidery, and a gilded boot.

%7 The use of moxiduara calls to mind passages of descriptions in Buildings 1 (e.g. 1i.60, Liii.18 and
L.viii.13) where Procopius uses the verb momxiAAw to emphasize both the plethora of colours and the rich
rhetorical texture of the text.
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Procopius undoubtedly has an aesthetic interest in jewellery, just as for any
thing that is finely crafted. Therefore, it is not surprising at all when in the Buildings he
compares the sea adorning Constantinople to a tiara, and when he compares the
disposition of the churches built by Justinian along the coast to a necklace. He does not
specify what kind of necklace they bring to mind, but one would guess a pearl one
because of the brightness of their white stones and because of Procopius’ fascination
with pearls. His story of Perozes’ pearl in the Wars 1.iv.14-31 is truly riveting not only
for its description that emphasises its brightness and size (Acuxotatoy T xai ueyédovs

Omz0BoA7; Evriwov) but also for the wonderful tale it tells**®.

It appears that clothing in Procopius is used very often to refer to character’s
inappropriateness and inadequacy. From Theodora’s scandalous attire in her youth to
the various disguises of characters posturing as fake widows or fake monks, the Secret
History represents a society turned upside down. This can also be seen in the way the
middle class of Constantinople is oppressed by the Factions so that they cannot wear
clothes appropriate to their social status lest they might be attacked. Dressing
inappropriately to one’s rank can have disastrous consequences as well, in the Wars as
Totila’s death shows. Finally, jewellery is a particular sign of status and power, but also
the occasion for Procopius to write lengthy descriptions, such as with the symbols of

office of the Armenians.

3% For a close study of this passage, see Chapter 5 on the supernatural.
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Miraculous artefacts

One cannot but notice how miracles seem to happen around objects in
Procopius. Things happen to those objects, things that are out of the ordinary and that
can be read as omens or miracles. The omens themselves are the keys to understanding
or predicting events that are about to happen. Omens are particularly significant in the
context of wars and battles because they can determine the outcome. An object that
seems to be of a particular significance in battles is the standard or banner that appears

%% 1t is then not surprising if they indicate the outcome of a battle

so often in the Wars
before it happens, such as in I1.x.1-3 in the case of Antioch. However, Procopius does
not mention the omen until after the city has been burnt by Chosroes and its fate is

already known. He introduces the miracle in the following way:

TolTov Tol maJous Koovw TIVI TPOTEQOY TEQAS 0 Je0S EVOEIEQUEVOS TOIE TAUTY WAHNUEVOIS
370
ETNUMYE T ETOUEVA...

This introduction puts this miracle from the beginning in the divine category since it is
god who shows (¢ Jeog evdzibauevog) and provides the sign (éoqunre) which represents the
things to come (7a éooueva). From this introduction, the reader infers that the inhabitants
of Antioch should have known what was going to happen since god had given them a
sign. The sign itself is then described:

TV Yap TTeATIOTWY, 0imep évTaida éx malaiol DouyTal, Ta TYUEIR TOOTEQOY ETTRTA

1 4 / 1 (24 > 1 E / ’ 1 b 7’ (4 b4
Tpog QUovTa, OV TOY AI0Y, ATO TAUTOUATOV TTEAPEVTA TIPoS AvioyovTa fAloy érTyoay,
. . —Y 371
éc Taly Te aldis émavipov TV mooTEQMY 0UOEVOS aifaiévou...

*% Different standards can be found in Lxiv.10, Lxv.15-16, ILviii.29, IL.x.1-3, ILxviii.22, 26, IL.xxx.44,
IV.xii.17, IV.xvii.17, IV.xxvii.29, IV.xxviii.46, VII.xxiv.23-24, VIII.xiv.43 and appear once in Buildings
I.iv.16.

370 4 short time before this calamity God displayed a sign to the inhabitants of that city, by which He
indicated the things which were to be.

3 For the standards of the soldiers who had been stationed there for a long time had been standing
previously toward the west, but of their own accord they turned and stood toward the east, and then
returned again to their former position untouched by anyone.
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The miraculous aspect of this event here is thrown into relief by the insistence on the
fact that the standards moved by themselves (radrouarov) and without being touched

372 Nevertheless, the

(oUdevos ayauévov) and the adverb addis that emphasizes the change
sign is not interpreted:

2 ’ b k] €\ b4 c 1 /’ ~ IN/ c \ b ’ ~ € ’ b 1

alX’ old” ¢ Eyvwaay of To Tépas ToUTo 10ovTeS WS O éx PBadiAéws Tob éomepiov émi
. — — 373

TOV EQov TO Tol yweiov agileTal xpdTog...

The event here is clearly called a miracle (tégag) but its meaning is not understood
(éyvwoav), however evident it seems. The interpretation is finally given by Procopius
who relates the movement of the standards to that of the power (x¢ato5) moving from
west to cast.

A further example of an omen before a battle is the one that is given to the
Romans while they are bivouacking before a battle with the Vandals in IV.ii.5-7. The
prodigy, which is there called répas from the beginning happens in the middle of the
night (mogew v T@v vuxt@y) a time propitious for extraordinary things to happen. The
miracle happens in the Roman camp as follows:

~ 14 E ~ 1 »v 1 ~ ’ 1 E ~ ¢ b 1 ’
TQY dopaTwy alTois Ta dxpa TUpl TOAAD xaTedaumeTo xal alT@y al alyual xaicodal
~ 374
énl mAcioTov oiTty E0oxouy...

The objects affected by this miracle are another usual element of the soldier’s apparatus,
the spears, and parts of them in particular; their tips, Ta axga, and points, a/ aiyuai. The
prodigy itself is conveyed by the use of the vocabulary of fire, a fire which is not an
ordinary fire since it is so considerable (7vgr moAA®) that it lights (xareAaumero) the

spears’ tips and burns their tip intently (xaicoSar émi nAciorov). The intensive words

*72 This miraculous self-animation of an object recalls other examples in classical history like the statue of

Juno in Veii that nods when asked if she wants to go to Rome in Livy, History of Rome, V.22.

3" But even so those who saw this sign did not recognize that the mastery of the place would pass from
the western to the eastern king.

™ The tips of their spears were lighted with a bright fire and the points of them seemed to be burning
most vigorously.
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nmoAA@ and émi mAsioToy make this fire a miraculous one. Nevertheless, this prodigy is too
frightening to be understood by the soldiers: oAiyous 0 Tovs Seacauivouvs xareémAney, oix
eidotas omm éxbnaetar. Indeed, the first reaction to a prodigy is fear (xatemAnéev), but once
they know what the sign means they can use their experience to interpret it the second
time around; when it happens again, the Romans know that this sign is a symbol of
victory (vixns EiuBoAov). Procopius here seems to be offering a meta-textual reference by
showing the soldiers reading an object as a symbol, symbols which he uses and abuses.
One figure who receives his own personal miracle is the general Belisarius in
VILxxxv.5-8. The objects that produce the miracle are very ordinary ones, jars of wine
stocked in his cellar, but the extraordinary in Procopius often springs from the things of
everyday life. The prodigy seems to suggest an evident symbolic meaning, the jars
suddenly burst out, covering his cellar in a pool of wine, in an image of abundance.
Belisarius shows the miracle to his friends who interpret it, of course, as a blessing upon
his house: oimep 7@ EunBolw Texumotoduevor és TavTyy O THY oltiay peyalia meolAsyoy
ayada toeodar VILxxxv.8. It is interesting that Belisarius disappears from the narrative
after this episode for many pages, until his return in VIIL.xxi, where he is given a
triumphal welcome — literally — in Constantinople. It is then clear that the good fortune
foretold by the miracle of the jars was his acclaim in the Capital for his success in Italy.
Finally, the artefacts that are bound to provoke a miracle are sacred ones imbued
with divine powers. In the Wars 11.xi.14-20, it is a particularly holy relic, a portion of
the cross, which is touched by a miracle. Procopius describes in the first instance how it
is kept, in a beautiful wooden chest adorned with gold and precious stones in the city of
Apamea, and tells about the procession that happens once a year when it is brought out

in order to be worshipped by the population. Later on, in the context of the war, the
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people are afraid and want to worship the relic for one last time in case they should die,

and then the miracle happens: tore 0 Jeaua Svyyveydn Adyou Te xail mioTews xpeicaoy

évraida yevéoSar..’”. In his usual rhetorical ways Procopius refers to the miracle as
something that goes beyond his powers of speech and belief, which does not stop him

from describing it thereafter:

1 1 1 4 ¢ ¢ A} ’ b /7 (24 1 E ~ /7 1 2 ’ 1
T0 wev yap Evlov o ispetc pépwy Edenvuey, Umepdey O¢ avTol oélags mupos émepépeTo nal
. Iy ~ — 376
T0 xaT’ avToY THS 00097 UE0S YWTI TOAAD Umép To eiwSos naTeAdumeTo. ..

Once more, as with the spears, the miraculous element is the extraordinary flame that
provides supernatural light. But to the miraculous fire is added the element of motion
this time:

Badilovros e ToU Iepéws TavTayT ToU vew TULTIOONEl TO TEAGS, QUAGTTOY ael TRY UTEQ
alTol TS 0poPTS KWEAY...

The fire seems to be animated by a design because it follows the priest, cuumgoger,
bearing the cross everywhere, mavray7, in a protective manner as the verb guAasow
shows, to look after or guard. This miracle, for once, is interpreted immediately by its
witnesses, who then feel confident of their safety (40 te anavres vmeo T Twrnias To
Sagoely elyov).

The potency of sacred relics is another way of embodying ideological concepts
in objects. In the case of the panegyrics in the Buildings, there is an example that
conveys the idea of the Emperor’s divine protection through a miracle operated by holy
relics. In L.vii.4-16, Justinian is healed by the oil pouring from the chest containing the
remains of the soldiers of the Twelfth Legion. The interesting thing in this example is

not really the miracle itself, which is a very typical Christian topos of miraculous

375
376

11.xi.17, Then indeed it befell that a sight surpassing both description and belief was there seen.
1L.xi.17, For while the priest was carrying the wood and showing it, above him followed a flame of
fire, and the portion of the roof over him was illuminated with a great and unaccustomed light.

" 11.xi.18, And while the priest was moving through every part of the temple, the flame continued to
advance with him, keeping constantly the place above him in the roof.
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healing, but the fact that from this miracle another relic is made — since Justinian’s
purple tunic, which has been soaked in this same oil, is then conserved for two reasons:
to act as a testimony of what happened (uagtigiov uev T@v Tyvixade yeyevmuévwy) and to
be a remedy for the people who will suffer from incurable disease in the future
(cwripiov 0% Toic é¢ 16 énerta maSeat meaimeTovuévors Tigly dvmréoror)’ . It is fascinating
here how the ideological content of an object can be transferred to another one, making

symbols spring out of symbols.

It could be said that most of the miraculous objects in Procopius fulfil a similar
agenda: they are propitious for whoever they are manifest to and embody the fact that
they are special and chosen by the divine, whether clearly Christian or not. The
standards and burning spears in the Wars show that the Roman army has a supernatural
advantage against its enemies. In a more overtly Christian manner, it is the same with
the cross of Apamea protecting its inhabitants, and the relics of the saints healing

Justinian.

Chapter Conclusion

Objects are evidently central in the representation of material reality. Just as we
saw in chapter 1 with the treatment of architecture, there is a definite emphasis on the
technical throughout the corpus. However, this has nothing to do with a hypothetical
professional expertise. On the one hand, the technical appears to be something of a

rhetorical pose at times in some of the overly-complicated and very detailed description,

378 1vii.16.
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but there is no doubt that Procopius shows a certain care for how objects are made and
even marvels at technical thaumata and the people behind their existence. The
insistence on material qualities of objects also provides the text with a certain depth and
texture. As far as the ideological content of objects is concerned, it appears interesting
for the construction of identity. An example of this is clothing and jewellery, and other
elements of personal appearance. The idea of a world turned upside-down which is
omnipresent in the Secret History is expressed in material ways by the inadequacy of
characters’ attire. Finally, miraculous objects demonstrate the concern for the way

symbols are made and material objects are charged with religious content.
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CHAPTER 4

VIOLENCE: FEAR, MUTILATION AND MENTAL TORTURE

This second half of the thesis sees a transition from the representation of the
material world, with buildings, landscapes, and objects, to the realm of the imaginaire.
However, this is still very much within the study of materiality and visuality in
Procopius. Indeed, looking at the imaginaire in his work implies studying mental
images, or rather literary ones. These are powerfully evocative images, which imprint
themselves on the reader’s mind, shaping his vision of the reign of Justinian. One way
in which images do this is through shocking and provoking its audience. Because of
this, the theme of violence appears to be particularly fruitful in creating those types of
images. It is also particularly striking in the way it shapes parallels and echoes between
the Wars and the Secret History. Procopius’ world is definitely a violent one, or at least
that is the way he paints it. Violence can take different aspects in his work, from an all-
pervading atmosphere of fear to very clinical spectacles of physical mutilation and
gratuitous violence, especially that in which the imperial couple revels.

However, violence not only ties Procopius’ work together, but also links it to a
considerable earlier tradition that goes as far back to Homer. In this long literary
continuity, or apparent continuity, the problem is to determine where Procopius places
himself, if anywhere in particular, or a bit of everywhere. It is therefore absolutely

imperative to keep in mind what kind of ideological and philosophical background lies
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behind his text, with elements borrowed from Platonism®”’, Stoicism and Christian
ideology. In terms of literary trends, one cannot but notice that Procopius seems to have
inherited from the Imperial and Second Sophistic trends towards depicting violence on
bodies in a way which attracts attention to the integrity of the text itself. As always with
metatextual questions, it is difficult to determine how aware Procopius is of this
phenomenon. But as a modern critical reader, one cannot help but notice with how
much vividness Procopius emphasises his own rhetorical devices, manipulating the

reader’s reactions while at the same time making him aware of being manipulated®™.

A climate of fear

‘For since there have been human beings there has never been such fear of any tyrant’
Secret History, xvi.13

It is undeniable that there is an atmosphere of fear in Procopius’ work. This is
particularly striking in the case of the Secret History. As the prologue opens, he sets the
tone of the work in a manipulative and rhetorical exposition of the reasons why he did
not write the book earlier and why he concealed information in the Wars. The reasons
he exposes are the following:

oUte yap dadadelv mANSy xatacxomwy oloy Te Ny olTe pwoadivTa wn amoAwAéval
, 381
SavaTe oMTIoTW ...

The danger of Procopius’ situation is expressed through devices of exaggeration with

mAndn and the superlative oixtioTw, as well as with the parallel structure repeating olre

3 On violence as a trope for the criticism of tyrannical regime in Platonic terms in Procopius, see
Kaldellis (2004), especially chapters 3 and 4.

3% Please note that I do not use the term manipulation with negative connotations, but consider rhetoric as
persuasion to be intrinsically manipulative. In a way most fiction is manipulative, even if this
phenomenon can be more or less discreet. Booth (1961) 16-20 shows how the author’s voice never
disappears, even if it takes different disguises in different literary forms.

¥ SH 1.2, For neither was it possible to elude the vigilance of multitudes of spies, nor, if detected, to
escape a most cruel death.
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and the antonyms diadadeiv and gweadévra. He then adds: ovds yag émi T@v ovyyevay Tois
ve oixetotaroic 6 Sagoeiv eiyov.’®* Once more, he resorts to the use of a superlative,
oixetota o, to convey the extremity of his situation, and this mention of his relatives
being less than trustworthy is what made one scholar think he was referring to his wife

% Indeed, this prologue functions to set up the tension in the

or his wife’s family here
text by emphasizing the danger of the situation and making the book a work written
under pressure. Therefore, it creates a mood of fear which is sustained throughout the
whole text; it can be seen through the use of the vocabulary of fear which is
omnipresent in this work. The words denoting fear can be broken down into three
categories; the words of the family of dzog, of @o6os and of dgpwdia. The first is the most
common in the Secret History; we find dé0™* as well as other forms such as

387

Gdeirregor’™, or mepideneC, different forms of the verb dedw™’, and the word dspdrawy’®

As for forms of ¢dBug, they appear four times*"”. Finally, dgowdia appears twice™ ", as

well as the verb xaTogowdin™"

. This last family of words denoting fear is different from
the others in that it suggests intense fear, or terror. But the words Jéos and @o6og seem
quite similar. Nonetheless, the grammarian Ammonius makes a distinction between
them in that dZ05 is more of an intellectual fear linked to the idea of apprehending

392

something whereas ¢o6os is similar to panic and implied alarm™ “. It is interesting that

Procopius principally uses the intellectual kind of fear and only turns to the more

8212, Indeed, I was unable to feel confidence even in the most intimate of my kinsmen.

¥ Treadgold (2007), 188.

3841.13,1.17, ii.16, 1ii.26, v.14,v.26, vii.28, ix.50, xvi.3, xvi.13, and xxvi.39.
831,14, xx.6, and xxi.21.

386 vii.29, xiii.12, and xxviii.15.

374112, 1i.31, v.14, vii.38, xvi.1, xvii.21, xix.5, xxii.1, and xxiii.4.

88 ix.52.

%9 v.22, vi.27, vii.32 and xxvi.35.

390 4v.22 and v.2.

31iv.36 and xvii.42

392 Neoc xal 9iBos dagéoer. déos udv vie ot moduxebvios xaxot Smdvora, wBos 0 magavTina wrimsis.
Ammonius De Adfinium Vocabulorum Differentia, ed. K. Nickau (1966), 33.
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visceral kind of fear in a few passages of the Secret History, possibly to stress the
intensity of the fear in question®”.

A passage that stands out with its intense representation of fear is in iv.20-31
where Belisarius is depicted in an extreme state of terror. This terror is described very
precisely with all of its symptoms and in two phases. A first phase would be the
paranoia that affects the general on his way home from the palace, depicted in iv.21:

TURYA, TE TIEQITTPEQOUEYOS EV TY) AVaYWENTEl TAUTY XAl TAVTAYOTE TEQITHOTIOUUEVOS,
- 394
0T0dEY TOTE TPoTiovTas alT® Tovs amoAAiyvTas idor.

The symptoms here are evoked by verbs that imply a certain agitation, megiorgepousvos
and megioxnomodusvos with the same prefix megs, and by the adverbs suyva and ravrayooe
that emphasize the frantic aspect of Belisarius’ behaviour. As for the optative doy, it
suggests that his opponents, the amoAAivrag, are imaginary. The second phase is
introduced in the following way in iv.22:

\ ’ ~ ’ ’ \ ’ ) \ P ~ ’ ~ ’ 395
&y TauTy Te TY) dpowdia & To dwuaTiov avabas éml THs oTIBAd0S HaSHTTO WOVOS. ..

It is not surprising that the word used to refer to Belisarius’ fear is dgpwdia here and not

0¢0s. The second phase of the terror is then described with a plethora of details:
vevvaioy uev oUOEy Evvoloy, oUOE GTI QVmo EYEYOVEL &V UVILY éqwy, 100@Y O¢ ael xal
Muyidy xai Ev Teouw m0AAG amogotuevos, @oBois Te avdpamodwdeat xal wegiuvals
Groxvaiduevos oidoliyors Te xal SAwe Gyavdoois.”

This terror has effects both on the body and the mind. As far as the body is concerned,

the symptoms are perspiration (1dg@v), dizziness (iAAip@wy) and shaking (&ov Teouw

moAA®). It is interesting that the idea of aporia (amogoducvos) is associated with these

3% On fear, see Konstan (2006), 129-155.

9% often turning about as he walked away and looking around in every direction from which he might see
his would-be assassins approaching.

%% In such a state of terror he went up to his chamber and sat down alone upon his couch.

3% Thinking not one worthy thought nor even remembering that he had ever been a man, but perspiring
constantly, with his head swimming, trembling violently in hopeless despair, tortured by servile fears and
apprehensions which were both cowardly and wholly unmanly.
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physical symptoms, even if it seems more of a mental affliction. As for the mental
symptoms, they are all articulated around the opposition of the noble man and the
servile one. Belisarius is said not to have any noble thoughts left (yevvaiov uev oldey
évvo@v), then not to remember having ever been a man (0ud% [...] Zywv) and finally he is
said to be worried to death (amoxvaiouevos) by fears (o6ois) which are qualified as servile
(avdgamodwdear) and by worries (usgiuvarsg), which demonstrate an attachment to life
(@iAoduyois) and are completely unmanly (oAws avavdpors). Here, one cannot but notice
the great variety of vocabulary used to describe fear as well as the very visual aspect of
its physical description. The topos of the coward who is too attached to his life is a
classical trope with deep roots in Roman ideology, especially in relation to the value of
honour®”’. Of course, this depiction of a terrified Belisarius contributes to the ridiculous
and cowardly version of the general, which contrasts with his representation in the
Wars, especially in the rest of this episode when he is prepared to die when the
Empress’s messenger comes (iv.25) and when he licks his wife’s ankles in gratitude
(iv.30).

But fear is not only present in the Secret History; it pervades all of Procopius’
work, even if it does not dominate the mood of the Buildings and the Wars to the same
extent. In the Buildings, it is naturally edifices which provoke different types of fear. In
1.i.33-34, it is the dome of Hagia Sophia which is qualified by the phrase ‘completely
terrifying’ (@oBegov oAws), for reasons that are then explained: it is the fact that it seems
to be floating in the air with no secure basis (ol év Be6aiw) and dangerously for those
inside (émuavdivws Toig évdads obar). Fortifications can also inspire fear as can be seen in

I1.v.i, where the circuit-wall of Theodosiopolis terrorizes its inhabitants (aravrag

7 About honour and Romans see Barton (2001).
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ebenAnaae) for fear that it might fall on them (dediooauevos o7i [...] avrois sumeaeitar). But
fortifications are mostly designed to scare off opponents, and not inhabitants, for
example in I1.vi.13 where walls previously made of loose stones are rebuilt by Justinian
to make them truly scary to assailants (@o8soa te Taviv [...] Tois émotaw). As for the
Wars, its most common type of fear is quite similar to that governing the Secret History
in that it is a fear provoked by violence or the idea of potential violence. There is a
passage strikingly similar to that where Belisarius is terrorized by Theodora in the
Secret History in Wars 1.xxv.6-7, where it is John the Cappadocian this time who is
terrified (év dziuaot ueyalors) by Theodora and adopts the same paranoid behaviour, not
sleeping at night and thinking assassins are going to come and kill him in his bed. As
for Belisarius in the Wars, he is the one that others fear, actively taking measures to
scare the barbarians in IV.i.8 when he impales a barbarian as an example, which results
in making others experience an irresistible fear (&5 dz05 1 auagov). Indeed, it seems that
inspiring fear is one of the strategies employed in psychological warfare. In fact, the

amount of mental violence depicted in Procopius’s writing is quite unsettling.

Fear functions in Procopius in an almost atmospheric manner; it suffuses the
Secret History with its vocabulary, showing subtle variations in its representation of
different types of fears. Procopius talks of his own fear in the prologue, but also goes
into an elaborate description of the physical and mental symptoms of fear in the case of
Belisarius. Fear is also present in the Buildings and the Wars, even if to a lesser extent.
The last example discussed, in the Wars, is particularly important in the way it shows

violence as a spectacle aimed at inspiring fear. This spectacular quality of displays of
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violence is striking and contributes to giving the theme of violence an undeniably visual

aspect.

Mental torture and forms of psychological warfare

Procopian violence makes just as much impression on the reader when it is
mental and not physical. Mental violence is presented in various ways with different
intensity, from simple humiliation to dehumanization and driving someone insane. It
can be inflicted as a punishment or as a mean of manipulation, or just ‘for fun’ — in the
case of Theodora, where often no explanation is given for the violence she inflicts, aside
from her implied perversion. Humiliation is typical as a punishment, especially in the
context of wars in which the ethos of victor and victus is carefully codified. In a
triumph, the vanquished are usually humiliated publicly in one way or another. During
Belisarius’ triumph, it is Gelimer who finds himself publicly humiliated®”®. The feeling
of humiliation here comes mostly from seeing one’s pitiful state in the eyes of others;
Gelimer is said to realize (£yvw) his situation by looking around (7egigxon@y). The verb
used here emphasises the spectacular aspect of his humiliation as he looks around him
at the audience surrounding him. However, he does not yield to the mental pressure and
cry (oUre amexdavaey) or scream (ovte avouwéey). This emphasis on Gelimer’s courage
and pride with the repetition of o7z is to be understood within a representation of the
triumph of Belisarius as it shows him as a worthy opponent of the general. When
Gelimer finally arrives in front of the Emperor, he is stripped of his purple cloak (rov

noppugida megieovres) and then compelled to prostrate himself on the floor and do

9% Wars IV.ix.11-12.
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obeisance to Justinian (mpyvi) meoovra mpooxvvely Tovotiviavoy BaciAéa xatyvayraoay).
Stripping someone of the symbol of his authority is typical in the treatment of captive
enemies. This stripping of someone’s symbol of authority can also be seen in Wars 1.26-
28 where the mirranes is punished by the king Cabades, who takes away his head-
ornament’ .

Humiliation in Procopius entertains a relationship with ideas of dignity and
social rank. In the Secret History Theodora takes a particular pleasure in humiliating
members of the senatorial class and in degrading people in general. In xvii.7-14, it is
two girls of noble extraction who are mistreated by the Empress. Their aristocratic

origins are clearly emphasized by Procopius when he introduces them:

Avo 0 nopar év Bulavtio adsdpal oy, ovx éx matpos Te nal Toryovias uovoy, aAl’
- , - - ~ 400
avénadey aluaTos ToU mewTou Ev ve T auyrAyTe Boulf yeyovviat...

This emphasis on their noble lineage is in sharp contrast with the description of the men
whom Theodora forces the girls to marry:

alTal ey oly avdpad! TTWYoIE Te xal AMEQQILILEVOIS TOAAD amo Tis oeTéoas atiag
= 401
axovoial EvvpricSmoay, raimep eUTATEIODY TRITI TAEOVTWY UVNTTHOWY.

The violence here is done by acting against the women’s will, ‘axodoiar’, and by
inflicting an offence on their dignity, 75 cwerégas atias. The husbands to be are simply
qualified as avdoaot mrwyois Te xal anspoiuuivors, men who are neither as rich or well
born as the two women, but are in fact rejects of society. In xvii.32-37, Theodora

creates another union against nature by marrying Saturninus, son of a magister, to a

399
400

For more details see chapter 3 on objects.

There were two girls in Byzantium who were sisters; they were not only the offspring of a consular
father and of three generations of Consuls, but drew their lineage from men who from remote times were
of the foremost blood of the whole Senate.

1 <So these women, against their wills, were united in marriage to men who were beggars and outcasts,
much beneath them in standing, although noble suitors were at hand for them.’

153



Envisioning Byzantium

courtesan. When he complains that the girl has been ‘tampered with’ (odx aroyTo),

Theodora proceeds to give him a humiliating punishment:

TOUS UTOETAS ENEAEVEY GTE ATIOTEUVUVOUEYOY TE Xal OYXWIEVTA 0UOEY aUTQ TPOTHnov,
UETEWPOY wlpely, ola Ta & YoauuaTIoTol oT@vTa TTadia, Ealvovoa Te xata T@Y

- 5 402
vty moAag ameimey altw wy eAvaow elval.

What is important here is not only the actual physical punishment (éavovoa e xata T@y
vawtwy), but the whole ceremonial around it which turns it into a sort of representation
where the victim is theatrically hoisted up (ueréwgov aigerv) a punishment appropriate for
a schoolboy (ofa [...Inadia), and deemed to be a babbler, pAvagw.

Procopius takes the ceremonial of humiliation at the court of Justinian and
Theodora to new heights, as can be seen in Secret History xxx.21-26. First, the
prostration of the senators and patricians in front of the Emperor and Empress is
described in terms similar to the posture of classical supplication*””. The position is
described in the following terms:

b4 1 2 \ b Al 2 1 ’ ~ ¢ 1 ~ > v /7

EmmToy ey eis To Eagos edIs émi aTopa, yelpldy 0¢ xal TOODY é5 dyay TiTt
~ 404

TETAWOUEVWY T yeilel modos exatépov aauevor é€avicTayvto...

This description is undeniably visual and insists on the extremeness of the position with
the expression mimrery émi otoua, to fall on one’s face, and the intensive é ayav. The
juxtaposition of the terms geider and modos emphasizes visually on paper the fact that lips
and feet are in contact, ayauevor. Touching and kissing is also very typical of
supplication in antiquity; but Justinian and Theodora go further in humiliation because
they turn this ceremonial of supplication into a linguistic humiliation as well. Their

power extends to the words used by the magistrates to refer to the imperial couple and

22 she commanded the servants to hoist the man aloft, as one does children who go to school, because

he was putting on airs and assuming a lofty dignity to which he had no right, and she gave him a
drubbing on the back with many blows and told him not to be a foolish blabber.’

9% Eor a study of supplication in antiquity, see Naiden (2006).

4% xxx.23, [They] would prostrate themselves to the floor, flat on their faces, and holding their hands and
feet stretched far out they would touch with their lips one foot of each before rising.
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to themselves. They have to refer to the Emperor and Empress, not by SasiAéws and
Baaididos, but by decmoryy and déomovay. As for themselves and their peers, they have to
use the word JdodAovs. Forcing magistrates to use this vocabulary of slave ownership is
truly humiliating intellectually as it negates their status of free citizens. This is of course
part of the representation of the Justinianic regime as tyrannical, something that
Kaldellis demonstrates very efficiently in his book*®.

More than humiliation, mental violence can be used as a way of torturing
individuals and pressuring them. Theodora uses mental conditioning to manipulate
senators in the Secret History. In xv.13-16, after describing how easy it was to have
access to Justinian’s company, Procopius provides us with a contrasting and highly
comical depiction of the senators waiting for Theodora to summon them. Approaching
Theodora involves both a lot of effort and of time (yeovw Te xai movw moAAP). The setting
of this comical scene is described as év dwuatiov orevd Te xai Tiyned, a small and stuffy
room. Once more, the attitude of the magistrates is described as that of slaves, with their
servile assiduity (avdoamodwdn Tiva meoredpeiav). The interesting part of this account is
the physical description of the senators’ attitude, which is depicted in the following
terms:

c/ \ 1 2 R4 4 2 1 ’ %4 ~ ’

ITTavTo 08 dimyencs ém’axnpwy daxtiAwy, avTos xaJumépTegoy énaotos TWY mEAag
, ~ ~ 406

NIATEIVOUEYOS TO TIQOTWTIOY ExELY, OTWS aUTOY évoodey élovTes elvolyol 0oMey.

The physical expression of servility here consists in the physical effort made by the
senators to be seen by Theodora’s eunuchs. Their ridiculous posture, standing on the

tips of their toes and extending their heads as high as possible, shows them rivalling

405 Kaldellis (2004), especially 128-141 on despotism and imperial ceremony.

2% “And they stood there constantly upon the tips of their toes, each one straining to hold his head higher
than the persons next to him, in order that the eunuchs when they came out might see him.’
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each other to get her attention. As for their physical posture when they finally get

summoned in Theodora’s presence, it is once more one of supplication:

’ ’ \ ~ € ~ [ z ¢/ 407
TIQOTHUYNTAVYTES UOVOY XAl TAQTOU EXATEQOU 7T030g anoqw %5/)\.5/ al,bapb&l/()l.

The humiliation of the senators continues here with their prostration and the kiss they
implant on Theodora’s feet with the tip of their lips. By making the magistrates wait for
days in a little room, competing for her attention in a very uncomfortable position,
Theodora manages to mould them into obedient slaves. Indeed, the depiction of
Theodora in the Secret History is that of an expert at mental torture who goes to great
lengths to destroy her enemy’s mind and morale. One of the punishments she usually
inflicts is detention in very bad conditions. In the case of Photius in iii.21, who
interfered in Antonina’s affair and therefore displeased the Empress, he is confined in
the following conditions:

v 0¢ oixidia T7 Ocodwoq amoxpupa uey xal iAws AeAndota Copwdy Te xai ayeitova,

b4 1 b4 1 ” ¢ /’ 4 ’ b ~ A} ’ b 1 ’

evda O olre vuxtog olre Muépas dnlwais yivetar. évratda Tov PwTiov émi ypovou
. 308

wipos rnadeiplaoa ETnpel.

Procopius insists here on two factors: isolation and time. The rooms that Theodora uses
for detaining prisoners are qualified by four predicative adjectives. Three of them
redundantly emphasize the secret and isolated aspect of these rooms: amoxgvga,
AeAySora and ayeitova, and one of them indicates their darkness, {opwdy. If this isolation
was not clear enough yet, Procopius uses a hyperbolic adverb, oAws, to stress AeAnpIora.
But what is rather particular in this passage is the treatment of time. Photius is said to
have been imprisoned for a long stretch of time (ém/ goovou wiros), but what Procopius

draws the reader’s attention to in this passage is the perception of time by someone

7 “having simply done obeisance and having touched the instep of each of her feet with the tips of their
lips’

98 “Now Theodora had concealed rooms which were completely hidden, being dark and isolated, where
no indications of night or day could be observed. There she confined Photius and kept him under guard
for a long time.’
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imprisoned in one of these rooms. The perception of time is altered by their darkness
and isolated aspect so that it is impossible to tell if it is night or day (ovre wwxtos olre
nuéoas dOnAwaig). Mental torture is represented here by the loss of spatio-temporal
perceptions. Another passage in iv.7-12 illustrates Theodora’s method of confinement
and evokes those same rooms in the Palace again. This time they are described as
aopalés, secure, AabBugivddss, labyrinth-like and ofov Tagtaew, like Tartarus. Theodora
confines Bouzes in one of them in this passage and his experience is described in detail.
As in the representation of Photius’s imprisonment, the confinement of Bouzes makes
him lose track of time. Indeed he is said to be forever unaware of time (ayvworos asi Tov
nagovTos xaigot). This unawareness of time is then explained in the following terms:

oUTE Y@ aUTOS &V THOTW XaAIUEVOS DIAYIVWTHELY 010G TE EYEYOVEI TIOTEQOY NUEQAS T
409

VUXTWQ &M)...
The darkness, gxorw, makes it impossible to tell night from day daywwosxew [...Inuéoas
7 voxtwe. But this passage also includes another refinement in this punishment in that
Bouzes is kept from communicating with anyone (ovte aAlw T évtugeiv eiyev). The
encounter with the person who brings him food every day is described in this way:

(4 1 144 c ¢ ’ c / 1 /7 b ’ (74 ’ /7
avSewmos yap 6omEp of & NuUioay ExacTNy Ta TITia é0oimTel, Wamep TI Smoioy Imoiw
APWYOS ALPWYQ WWIAEL...

The construction of the sentence here is very striking with the parallel of the repeated
Smpioy and aewvos which assimilate men who do not talk to beasts. Confinement is
indeed represented as a way for Theodora to reduce her opponents to the state of
animals who cannot talk nor make sense of time by dividing it into days and nights. In

both Photius and Bouzes’ case, imprisonment is shown to be akin to dehumanisation.

409
410

For as he sat there in the darkness, he could not distinguish whether it was night or day.
For the man who threw him his food for each day met him in silence, one as dumb as the other, as one
beast meets another.
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In the Wars, the violence is usually physical, even though there is one passage
that shows another way to provoke fear and torture mentally with the mere suggestion
of physical violence. In this instance, the idea of potential violence is crystallized in an
object without it being a weapon or device of torture. This object is the iron tripod in
Wars 1.xx111.27-29. Procopius mentions it in the case of the punishment of Mebodes by
Chosroes. Chosroes orders Mebodes to go to the tripod, which allows Procopius to then
introduce his explanation in the following manner: ¢ 7/ 02 ToiTo éot1y, aiTixa dphdow*!.
Indeed, the symbol behind the object is unknown to his reader. The object itself is not
described particularly precisely, as it is only said to be made of iron (#dneois) and to
stand next to the palace (meo T@v BagiAsiwy). The potency of this object is in its
suggestiveness, because the punishment associated with the tripod is that of sitting on it
and waiting for the king to come and give the actual punishment. In the case of
Mebodes, he had to wait for many days (guéeas moAdas) before he was seized and killed
(AaBwy éxtevey). The use of the object can here be seen as similar to that of words in a
language, words whose symbolical content can be determined by the context (in what
Saussure would call a linguistic ‘systéme d’opposition’). In a way, the tripod is
metatextual, in that it represents the punishment symbolically, as it provides an even
more formal aspect to the public punishment by pointing out that it is not the real
punishment, death, but a spectacular and very artificial one*'?. Therefore this tripod

1413

seems to embody the idea of ‘symbolic violence’™ ~ that pervades all the representations

of ideological violence and mental torture in Procopius.

" Now as to what this is I shall explain forthwith.

2 0On the spectacular aspect of public punishments in Rome, there is a great amount of literature,
especially on gladiatorial spectacles. See in particular Barton (1994) and Coleman (1990).
13 A5 defined by Bourdieu (1991).
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Mental violence is expressed through a variety of striking images in Procopius’
work. Humiliation is represented as a spectacle, both in the case of Gelimer’s exhibition
in the triumph of Belisarius, as well as in examples of court ceremonial in the Secret
History which depict the regime as tyrannical. In the latter work, examples of
imprisonment of characters by the empress show how the deprivation from sensorial
stimulation and communication are used to dehumanise the prisoners and contribute to
Theodora’s characterisation as sadistic, cruel, and inhuman. Finally the example of the
tripod in the Wars represents the anticipation of violence as somewhat worse than

violence itself.

Mutilation: body parts and intrusive objects

Needless to say, there is an impressive amount of physical violence in
Procopius. In the context of wars and of the representation of a tyrannical regime, it is
not surprising that there would be such huge volume of violent images, ranging from
torture to slaying to suicide. But there is one characteristic of this physical violence that
makes it very interesting in its literary tradition: the mutilation of the human body*'*.

Mutilation is a common topos of classical literature, and is present in epic poetry
like the Iliad or in plays like Euripides’ Hippolytus and Bacchae. However, our aim
here is to see how it functions in the economy of Procopius’ work. The relation between

415

bodily violation and literature has been studied in many authors of different periods™ ~,

and the parallel between the visual deconstruction of the body and that of the text is

14 For conceptions of the classical body, the volume edited by Porter (1999) is extremely useful,

particularly the chapters by Edwards, 252-268, and King, 269-286, both on pain, and Gleason, 287-313
on truth contests.

13 See for example Most (1992) on Neronian poetry, Gleason (2001) on Josephus, Rimell (2002) on
Petronius, as well as Konig (2008) on the Greek and Roman novels.
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often seen as a highly self-conscious literary trope. We can therefore wonder what the
abundance of dismemberments, amputations, impalements and other types of physical
mutilation can draw the attention to in Procopius’s text itself. In terms of ideological
background, this perpetual demonstration of gratuitous violence seems to be there
mostly for entertainment value, which makes us relate the Wars and the Secret History
to literary genres such as colourful histories, mythography, and ancient novels.

In order to look at the mutilated bodies that populate Procopius’ work, we can
use Most’s typology of different wounds; cuts, amputations, punctures and crushing
blows*'®. Amputations and punctures are particularly often represented in the Wars and
the Secret History. These wounds seem to show a certain fascination with the reduction
of a body to pieces and for the intruding of a foreign object into a body. In Wars
VIL.1.47-49, a scene of decapitation is represented in very vivid terms. The king
Ildibadus is at a banquet when he is suddenly decapitated by Velas:

¢ 1 5 1 ~ b 1 2 \ 4 b 1 ~ ’ \} v 27

0 wey oy T yelpa émbalwy é Ta Powuata ém Ti¢ oTiBados monyvns éxerto, Olédag
. - 417

0 avTot agvw T® Eiger Tov Toaymloy malel...

The movement in the description is very visual here as one can see the king extend his
hand towards the food (r9v yziga émBalwy és Ta Bewuara) and the imperfect éxeiro

seems to make this action last, as if in slow motion, which is quickly interrupted by the
brief adverb agvw which denotes the swiftness of the decapitation. The resulting image

is presented as a true spectacle with an audience:

14 ~ /’ v b ’ b ~ ~ 4 4 ¢ \} 2 \
WoTe, TV BowuaTtwy ETI éxouivwy év Toic Tol avSowmov daxtiAoig, N xepaly ei TR
ToaneCay natapoayeiva EnANEE Te nal éc Saubos Ti wéya Tous magovTaS Yyeyrney

: 418

aAmAVTAS. ..

¢ Most (1992), 398.

7 Wars VI1i.47, so when he had stretched out his hand to the food as he lay reclining upon the couch,
Velas suddenly smote his neck with his sword.

8 V11.1.48, and so, while the food was still grasped in the man’s fingers, his head was severed and fell
upon the table, and filled all those present with great consternation and amazement.
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This decapitation results here in a separation between the body, with the hand still
active and clutching its food, and the head rolling on the table with a will of its own.
What is typically Procopian here, apart from the shockingly visual representation of
violence, is how he depicts an audience in awe, with the expression ‘és Jaubos 1 usya’,
which is reinforced by the use of the adjective amavrag, and invites the reader to join all
the spectators in awe.

Further than decapitation, it is bodies cut into pieces that attract our attention in
Procopius. In Wars 111.v.2, Maximus is first stoned to death by the Romans (Ai3os
BaAovres dizpdeipav), before his head and his other limbs are cut off (t9v 1e xepaqy Tdy
Te aAMwy ueAdy éxaotov amotemouevor). This dismemberment is represented as executed
with a lot of minutiae in that the members are cut one by one (éxaorov) and the soldiers
take the parts away with them (Jdveidovro). Similarly, in Wars VI.xxi.40, a prefect called
Reparatus is cut into small pieces (éxofav te xata Beayv) and his flesh is thrown to the
dogs (avrol Ta xeza Tois xuaiy égerfav). Those two examples show how a body once cut
is disposable; indeed, without unity, it is mere chunks of flesh. The Secret History has
its own share of dismemberments as well. In Secret History 1.27, Antonina is shown
dismembering people — a servant and her children — in a shockingly graphic manner:

oUs 00 amavTas medoTa Tas YAWTTAS, WoTEp Aéyouaty, amoteuoloa, eita xaTa Boayy
4 1 ’ b /’ b 1 14 b 4 > ~
rosovpynoaca xai Judaxiors duBeBAquévy éc Ty SadatTay oxvioer 0UdeuId
419
coonfe...

It is not clear in this passage whether the reader is meant to think the tongues were cut
off while they were still alive, but one would assume so. It does not say either precisely
whether Antonina did it herself or had her henchmen do it, but it is nonetheless

described with pretty ghastly terms such as the colourful verb xgeovgyoaca which

9 “And they say that she first cut out all their tongues, and then cut them up bit by bit, threw the pieces
into sacks, and then without ado cast them into the sea’
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makes us picture her as a butcher cutting meat (the usual meaning in which xgzovgyéw is
used). This scene paints the portrait of Antonina in the Secret History as a pendant to
the character of Theodora in terms of sadism and inhumanity.

A famous assassination of an emperor is that of Domitian, as reported by authors
such as Suetonius**’ and Cassius Dio**'. Procopius offers his own version of it, with a
strange anecdote that he is the only one to report: the statue of the dismembered
Domitian. In Secret History viii.13, Procopius states that Justinian looked like Domitian
who had been dismembered (using the expression xgsovpynoavres olov with the same
verb, to butcher). One can wonder whether Justinian looked like Domitian
dismembered, since Procopius insists so much on the deconstructive quality of
Justinian’s body as in Secret History xi1.20-23. This impression is confirmed in the
following passage that states pretty clearly that Justinian looked like a dismembered
Domitian. Procopius tells the anecdote of Domitian’s wife sewing her husband’s body
back together so that sculptors could make a statue of him in this state:

Ta AoueTiavot EuAAelauévy xoéa, Euvdeiva Te alta é To arpiBes xal EvaguoTauévy é

arMyra rnatépoaile wev To aloua Aoy, Toic 0 mAaoTais évdeibapivy év eitovi yatnf To
n6S0¢ Gmoueizdar Tobro Exédevev...

There is something almost obscene in the way Domitian’s wife collects the pieces of his
flesh and then displays them to the sculptors. There seems to be a particular effort in
accurately putting back the pieces together, as the very cold-blooded adverb & 1o
axgiBeg, precisely, and the technical verb édvaguosauiyvy, assemble, convey. It is not
surprising when Procopius finally announces that Justinian looked exactly like the

statue modelled on Domitian’s corpse. For an author who has a strong tendency to

20 Suetonius Life of Domitian, 23.

! Cassius Dio Roman History LXVIIL.16-18.

22 Collecting the flesh of Domitian, and putting the pieces accurately together and fitting them one to the
other, she sewed up the whole body, then, displaying it to the sculptors, she bade them represent in a
bronze statue the fate which had befallen her husband.
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organize and rationalize everything, trying to make sense of the pieces that make a
building a whole, as one can see in his description of Hagia Sophia in the Buildings, or
in his compulsive lists of places in the same world, the fact that his vision of true evil is
that of a patchworked emperor comes as quite natural. The texture of his work might be
rather similar to a patchwork in the way it puts together different genres, but that is
another problem.

The other type of wound that appears a lot in Procopius is the puncture,
represented especially by an abundance of words evoking impalement (nineteen in the

2% Impalements are common in Greek

Wars and two in the Secret History
historiography that evokes barbarian warfare, such as in Herodotus***. But they also
appear in the context of novels such as in Chariton’s Chaereas and Callirhoe** and in
Heliodorus’s Aethiopica™®, novels which are obviously playing on the spectacular
aspect of impalement. In Procopius, it is not only the spectacular aspect of impalement
that draws attention to itself, but the fascination with the penetration of a body by a
foreign object.

In Wars VIL.xxxviii.20-21, it is said that the Goths do not use swords or spears
(oUre Eiper ovte dopat) to Kill their victims but stakes (sxolomag). These stakes are said to
be made extremely sharp (oeis e aitovs &5 Ta wariora momoauevor). The way they are

used is described in terms which evoke violence, such as the expression &y Big moAly,

and in a particularly graphic way:

2 The verb dvagxoloniCw appears in Wars 11.xi.37; 11.xi.38; ILxvii.11; ILxvii.13, I1Liii.33; I11.xii.10;
I1.xii.22; TV.1.8; IV. xviii.18 and in Secret History xvii.4 and xxvii.19, the verb gxodomilw in Wars V.
x.48, and the noun exsAe in Wars 111.xv.33; II1.xxiii.19; V.xix.11; VILxxiv.5; VILxxiv.16; VIL.xxiv.17;
VIIL.xxiv.18 and two times in VII.xxviii.20.

424 See for example Histories 1.128; 111.132; 1I1.159; IV.43; IV.202 and IX.78 for some impalements.

2 See Chaereas and Callirhoe 1I1.IV.18 and VIILvii.8, the same verb is used as in Procopius; however
the translator (Georges Molinié) translates it by ‘crucify’.

420 See Aethiopica TV xx.2.
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TV Te THOAOTIWY aXUnY YAOUT@DY 1aTa UéToy EveipovTes WIOUVTES Te aypl & TV

’ 7 1 »v 427
avdpwmoy 1A EYNaTa...

This description illustrates the violence of this mode of torture by referring to the body
parts it mutilates; yAovt@y xata wéoov and ta éyxata. The anatomical precision can
evoke that of medical texts by Galen which show spectacular mutilations in the context
of public dissections***- Galen who also uses a lot of the words for impalement in his

text*?’

. Procopius also gives an alternative way of using stakes by planting four thick
ones in the ground (§iAa 0 magéa TétTapa émi mAciorov & iy xatopubavres) and then,
binding captives to them by their hands and feet (én’avrdy e yeipas te xai modags Ty
nAwxotwy dsauciovtes) before beating them persistently over the head (xaga xogons
ewdedeyéotata naiovtes) like dogs, or snakes, or any other animal (wg 09 xivas 9 ogeis 1,
aAdo T1 Imeiov). The violence here is emphasized by the treatment of the victims that is
compared to that of animals.

Torture being one of the topoi associated with tyrants, it is not surprising that
Theodora is shown herself using an instrument of torture in Secret History xvi.26. The
object in question is a leather strap (veugav Bosiav) which is used to force a young man
called Theodore to lie about one of his friends, Diogenes, whom Theodora is said to be
displeased with. The strap is wound on Theodore’s head around the ears (9v xepaAny
augl T ota mepiedibavras) and then twisted and tightened (t9y vevgay oroépery e xai
ceiyye). Once again the torture is described very graphically and details are given
about how Theodore felt:

1 Al /’ c \} /’ 2 ’ 1 2 ’ /’ ’
xal Tovs wéy ol opdatuots Ocodwoos Exmemonnival Ty olxeiay AMimovTas ywoay
UTWTTEVEY.

**"Driving the point of the stake between the buttocks and forcing it up into the intestines.

28 On the spectacular and gruesome aspect of those demonstrations, see Gleason (2007).

29 A search on the online TLG revealed 52 occurrences of such words.

0 And Theodore believed that his eyes had jumped out of his head, leaving their proper seats.
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One cannot deny the visual qualities of this description of the eyes popping out of their
orbits, which make for a rather haunting picture. A further example of an object used on
the eyes to torture someone is that of the iron needle in Wars VIII.x.20-21. Chosroes is
shown here mutilating his own son, Anasozadus, so that he cannot become king. The
iron needle (mepovyy aidneay) is heated (mvpartwoas Tiva) and then used to sear the
outside of Anasozadus’ eyes (taiTy wvovrow Toiv ToU mados opJatuoilv Ta Ew yoiTas).
The aim of this mutilation is to disfigure the young man by distorting the upper and
lower lids in a very disgraceful way (BAépaga te avw xai xatw axoouig moAAg
avrioreédag). It is interesting in a work that is often concerned with the act of seeing,
that both examples with Theodore and Anasozadus depict ocular torture.

Mutilation and disfigurement are recurring themes in Procopius’ work; the most
obvious example for this being Justinian walking headless in the palace and his facial
features disappearing when his head is back on in Secret History xi1.20-23, which is
used as proof of his inhuman, or rather demonic, nature. There is a particularly striking
example of objects causing mutilations in Wars VLii.14-18 where two soldiers get
wounded by a javelin and an arrow. The first one, Cutilas, is struck in the head by a
javelin; however he keeps riding with the javelin in his head waving about
(xeadaivouévou of év 1§ xepalf ToU axovriov), a sight which Procopius judges worthy of
many accounts (Jéaua Aoyov moAdot atiov). The second one, Arzes, is hit by an arrow
between the nose and the right eye in the following manner:

xal ToU uey TobeduaTos  axig axol é Tov avyéva omiow OASey, oU uévtor diepavy,

ToU 0% aToaxTOU TO ASITOUEVOY EMTY Te T() MPOTWTW XAl ITTEVOUEYOU ToU avIpW oy
431
goeleTo. ..

B “And the point of the arrow penetrated as far as the neck behind, but it did not show through, and the
rest of the shaft projected from his face and shook as the man rode.’
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This is, once more, a very visual description with the precise depth of the wound, and
the movement of the arrow stuck in Arzes’s face while he rides. The sight of Cutilas’
and Arzes’s wounds are said to make the other Roman soldiers marvel (év Savuar
weyarw émototvro ‘Pwuaior). Nevertheless, these descriptions of weapons stuck in heads
and faces, waving about, can seem quite ridiculous and provoke the readers’ laugh. This
Bergsonian laughter is caused by the visual comedy in the representation of a
mechanical body, with the shaking and waving of the soldiers’ ridiculous appendices.
Similarly in Wars V1.xxiii.35-39, a Moor is struck by a javelin while dragging away a
Goth’s corpse to pillage him. Consequently, his legs are pinned together by the javelin
(évéoaer ToU axovtiov quew Tw mode Euvidnoey), but he keeps holding onto the corpse by
the hair (r@v Teig@y éxouevos Tov vexgov eidxey) so that the Roman soldiers end up having

to carry the whole package in a very comical image.

Images of mutilation abound in Procopius and represent the many ways a human
body can be violated and made to lose its humanity. There is something very graphic
about those descriptions and what one could almost call an enargeia of physical
violence, for example in the scene of the decapitation of Ildibadus, or whenever bodies
are cut into pieces in both the Wars and the Secret History. An extreme example of
visual grotesque is the patchwork made with Domitian’s dismembered body, which is
used to describe Justinian. This is part of the process of representing his inhuman and
demonic nature, just like his disfigurement. Finally, the depiction of foreign objects
violating bodies in images of impalement or with the representation of weapons jutting
out of wounds can provoke both laughter and unease at the sight of a mechanical body,

which has lost its humanity.
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The fragmentation of bodies and their loss of integrity could be said, on a first
level to reflect a certain concern with identity and its self-representation — a topic which
we already saw with the use of apparel — perhaps even an anxiety about the fragility of
identity. On another level, the many fragmented bodies could be said to reflect that of
the text; particularly in the case of the Secret History which is definitely not a
monolithic work in its themes and literary texture, as it goes from what Adshead refers
to as a sort of ‘Milesian tale’ to a legal pamphlet in a very abrupt way**>. Even the Wars
and the Buildings could be said at the least to be hybrid texts. Finally even if the
Buildings does not represent human bodies threatened with fragmentation, it could be
said that its descriptions of buildings are concerned with fragmentation at the level of
each stones, not to mention that it discusses the theme of ruin often, from the danger of
collapse in Hagia Sophia’s dome to the many fortifications falling apart before

Justinian’s intervention.

Between terror and laughter: the spectacle of violence

Humour can be quite a potent form of violence in Procopius in the way it can
publicly ridicule someone, as in the case of Peter in Wars 11.xviii.26. The Persians
humiliate him in the following way:

oi 0¢ Iépoar T4 émyvouévy Muéoq év migyw Twi éotnoay avti Teomaiov To I1éToou

~ 2 14 14 E ~ 2 14 ~ 7 Al 7
onueioy, aAavras Te avTol amorpeuaTavTes Toic molewiors EVy YEAwTI
433
émetwdalov...

2 Adshead (1993), 6 actually argues that the Secret History is in fact three separate opuscula put together
many centuries later by a compiler, but this is not a view shared by other Procopian scholars, myself
included.

3 The Persians on the following day set up on a tower instead of a trophy the standard of Peter, and
hanging sausages from it they taunted the enemy with laughter.
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Here, the Persians take an object extremely strong in ideological content, Peter’s
standard, and ridicule it by attaching food to it, associating high values of honour in war
and lower vices like gluttony. It is a highly symbolical gesture in that the standard
embodies the idea of the pride of an army and capturing and mutilating it is a very
strong way of unsettling the enemy. This grotesque spectacle could be seen as a sort of
comic relief as it comes after a Roman defeat and serves to lighten the tone, turning the
incident of Peter’s failure into a joke and ridiculing him by way of his standard.

A character who is depicted as fond of humiliation in the Secret History is
Theodora™* and she can be found using the comical means of a spectacle with props in
order to humiliate a senator in Secret History iii.9. The props in question are a manger
(eatvns), and the rope that she uses to tic Theodosius by the neck to it (rwos Beogov of Toi
Toaymrov avabausivy é Tooovds Beayiv). The scene of Theodosius’ humiliation is then
described in the following terms:

50‘7‘47}((1); ay,e)Lez 31/)71/5}(5; éml mumg on Tis qaa,ﬂmg 0 m)\ag noHE Te nal Umvoy fpeiTo,

ral Tag aMag ey amaTas TS QUIEws yosias, aAro Té of 0y & To Tols Gvoig
el CeaSar § T wi) BowudaSar Aédeimro... >

The allusion to ‘the needs of nature’ and the comparison with the ass*® cannot but make
this scene both horrible and funny. The sentence could be said to start off as fairly
pathetic with the word raAag, but then takes a turn to the grotesque with the scatological
allusion as well as with the comical-sounding Sewuasdar. Theodora’s fondness for
theatrical humiliations is also quite blatant in Secret History 24-35 which first relates a

patrician’s long and pathetic complaint to which Theodora answers in a song where she

4 Sometimes in the case of her own humiliation, which she is always keen to display in pornographic
spectacles (e.g. ix.14).

%> So the poor wretch stood there continuously at this manger, both eating and sleeping and fulfilling all
the other needs of nature, and nothing except braying was needed to complete his resemblance to the ass.
% The ass which evokes all the ass narratives and an interesting parallel could be drawn between the
woman having sex with a donkey in public to the image of Theodora using other animals, geese, to grab
grains displayed on her genitals (ix.20-22).
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is singing the lead and her eunuchs are the chorus, a song whose lyrics are simply ‘It is
a large hernia you have!” (ueyaAny xpAny éxeis). This passage is obviously a reminder of
Theodora’s past as an actress and it also hints at her lack of gravitas as an empress as
she makes one of her duties, which is to listen to her subjects’ complaints, into a
mockery. Comedy in the Secret History often comes from everything that is low and
relates to the body, like food, drink and sex. As for the use of humour in the context of
violent scenes, it cannot help but make the reader uneasy as in Wars IV.iv.17-19 when
Uliaris, a drunken soldier, kills John the Armenian while trying to shoot a bird. Instead

of being tragic, the irony of the accident makes it a comical passage.

Chapter Conclusion

Violence is not monolithically shaped in Procopius; like the column supporting
Justinian’s statue, it is made of layers of genres which come in an incredible variety
mortised by the ambiguity of the moods and tones on which the author is playing,
sewing meticulously together comic and tragic like a patchwork, as meticulously as
Domitian’s wife sewing chunks of flesh back together. There is a genuine joy for the
modern critical reader in witnessing Procopius butchering and sewing back together
different literary commonplaces. Perhaps his literary qualities reside mostly in his
ability to mix and match different literary textures from lower and higher literary
genres, with parallels in technical texts such as the anatomy lessons of Galen, pure
entertainment like novels, and ethnography like Herodotus. Some of the examples of the

spectacles in the Secret History even evoke comedy or mime. By putting this emphasis
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on violence as visual and performative, Procopius creates a catalogue of striking images

which will haunt his reader and shape his vision of the world of Justinian.
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CHAPTER 5

THE SUPERNATURAL: WONDERS, OMENS, ORACLES, DREAMS

AND VISIONS

The omnipresence of paradoxical digressions and occurrences of the
supernatural in Procopius’ work invites us to consider these passages as more than mere
respite from the narrative but as central focal points in his work. Paradoxography, which
consists in recording wonders/thaumata, is represented as a genre by various authors,
Greeks such as Phlegon of Tralles, Apollonius and Heraclitus the paradoxographers,
and in Latin, the very respectable Varro and Cicero are said to have written such works,
as well as Christian authors writing collections of miracles. But it also pervades
different types of literature from historians such as Herodotus, sophists like Lucian, and
the ancient novelists. An excellent volume edited by Philip Hardie also examines the
paradoxical aspect of Augustan literature and culture, an aspect which might seem in
contradiction to its usual perception as highly classical®’. The latter allows the
paradoxical to be considered a main issue in classical literature, as opposed to a
marginal phenomenon limited to low-brow literature.

Furthermore, the sheer abundance of digressions in Procopius, whether
paradoxical, scientific or technical, demands that the digressive form and its function

themselves be examined, as Morales says that:

7 Hardie (2009).
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much of interest [...] should be said about how ‘digressions’ function in a
narrative, or indeed about what constitutes the digressive and whether temporal
and thematic continuity should be our main criteria for assessing a novel’s
value®™®
Even though Procopius was not writing a novel, it surely seems that thematic continuity
might be the worst criterion by which to judge his work which possesses a seemingly
extravagant level of poikilia. Paradoxography also introduces some essential questions
such as the author’s self-representation in his work, particularly in regards to reliability
and rationality, but also the relationship between visual and verbal language, and the
notions of truth, history and fiction. The question of paradoxical material being included
mostly for entertainment should also be addressed. The variety of this material is
extremely rich but could be divided, perhaps artificially, into the following categories:

animals, omens, oracles, and dreams and visions which are two sides of the same

problem.

Fabulous animals in the Wars

In the Wars, Procopius includes many anecdotes in his narrative. These
colourful vignettes serve multiple purposes in the narrative, such as ethnographical
digressions, flashbacks and mises en abime. Some of these tales include strange and
marvellous animals. Paradoxical and exotic animals are obviously commonplace in
natural historians such as Pliny, but they are also extremely abundant in the ancient
novels, for example, just in Achilles Tatius we find an Egyptian ox, a phoenix, a
crocodile, a hippopotamus and an Indian elephant. Wonderful animals can be seen to

fulfil various objectives in Procopius’s narrative strategy; first, they offer a deliberate

% Morales (1995), 40.
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focus on visuality and thaumata, but also a way of introducing an oblique commentary

on his own work and persona as a historian. The use of animals to comment on human
life plays on their recognisability at the same time as their strangeness which allows the
comment to operate on an ‘oblique level’*. This is particularly the case in fables. Van

Dijk’s great survey on fables states that fables are not very common in historiography

and that all of them are part of, or even constitute, a speech delivered by a leader to a

440 441

larger audience’™"". There is one occurrence of a fable™ in the Wars, at the beginning
of book I (L.iii.13). This fable is immediately identifiable as such as it is introduced by
the author as uuvdomoiias. It is told by Eusebius to the king Perozes as a covert way to
dissuade him from attacking the Huns. The fable itself represents a lion attracted by a
goat tethered on a mound surrounded by a ditch, a trap which turns the lion from hunter
to hunted. The story is successful at persuading Perozes and dissuading him,
demonstrating the efficiency of adopting the oblique and figurative way. Now we will
consider four examples of animals; a she-goat, some circus animals, a shark and a

magic doe, and see if they fulfil the same agenda and what they say about Procopius’

narrative persona.

The evil-bringing doe

Tales of wonderful animals are not just digressions from the narrative of the
Wars but can be an integral part of it, as in Wars VIII.v where a magic animal is used to
explain the change in foreign policy of the Cimmerians. In VIII.v.4, Procopius insists

on the reluctance of the Cimmerians to cross the Maeotic Lake:

9 See previous note.
*0Van Dijk (1997), 285.
*1 For a close analysis of this fable, see Van Dijk (1994), 376-379.
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oUTOl WEY ATTaVTES THOE (XOVTO, X0IVa eV Ta emTyOsUuaTa CUumayTta Exovres, ox

Emuyviuevol 0¢ avdpwmois ol 09 THs Te Aluyns xal THs vIevde éngons éc Ta émi

Satepa 1DguvTo, émel olte J1éBaivoy moTe Ta UdaTa Talta oUte dafaTta elval

UTWTTEVOY, TPoS Ta eUxodwTaTa mepipoPol 0yTeS, TM UM amomelpaoardal avT@y
’ > s 2 ’ ~ ’ ’ 5 442

nwnote, al’ auerétyTor i dafacews mavratacy svai...

He uses a parallel structure with oure to stress that not only did the Cimmerians not
cross the water (J1¢8avov), but they did not even think about crossing (diafBata eiva
umwntevoy). The juxtaposition of evxoAwrata and megigoBor also reinforces this insistence
with the use of a superlative and a prefix of insistence (wzgr). The use of the adverbs
unde mwmnote and mavramaciv contributes to adding another layer of insistence. This
strategy of insistence sets the scene for the supernatural anecdote that follows and
finally sees the Cimmerians cross the waters. The story is introduced with a conditional
clause allowing some doubt: eimep 6 Adyoc Oypic éomi (if the story is sound)*. This is a
good example of Procopius’ narrative stance which often warns the reader that there
might be some amount of untruthfulness in the tales he reports, and allows him to
protect his textual authority. The story itself starts as fairly straightforward and
anecdotal: some young Cimmerians were hunting and a single doe escaped by leaping
into these waters. The hunters’ reaction which is to follow the doe across those
forbidden waters, is itself given three possible explanations:

ToUS Te veavias, eite QIAoTiwig eite @ihoveixig Tivi Exouévous, N xai TI OaiovIoy aUTOUS

4 ~ 2 14 > ’ /7 ~ /7 > ~ E / (4
raTyvaynace, T4 eAapw emoméodal TauTy, unxavi Te uedeadal avTis oUOLUIR, EWS
Elv avT) é¢ TV avTimépas anTyy ixovTo.

2 A1l these now continued to live in this region, associating freely in all the business of life, but not
mingling with the people who were settled on the other side of the lake and its outlet, for they never
crossed these waters at any time nor did they suspect that they could be crossed, being fearful of that
which was really easy, simply because they had never even attempted to cross them, and they remained
utterly ignorant of the possibility.

3 VIILv.7

M VIILY.8, and the youths, either moved by a thirst for glory or in some sort of competition, or perhaps
it was really some deity which constrained them, followed after this doe and refused absolutely to let her
go, until they came with her to the opposite shore.
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As often happens in Procopius, the first two reasons are rational and the third
supernatural. The first two are human motivations, gideriuia, the love of glory, and
@idoveixia, the love of emulation. The third refers to some supernatural being, ‘7
daiwovioy’, exercising control over them. Procopius expresses doubts over the nature of
the animal 1o uev diwxouevoy ¢ 71 mot’7jv (‘the quarry, whatever it was”), who suddenly
vanished, e03vs agavia3ivar. This sudden disappearance of the animal allows him to
introduce his opinion which relies on the supernatural explanation:

~ /’ E A\ 4 2 ~ 2 14 4 \} ~ /’ ~ ~
doxety yap wot 0Uds alov Tov evexa évtatda épavy, 0TI un ToU yeveéadal xards Toig
. 445
Ti0e @xquévoirs BagBagols...

This opinion is clearly presented as Procopius’ own (doxeiv yap wor). The reason he gives
for the appearance of the doe is that it came to bring evil (to0 yevésdar xaxds) to the
barbarians. He then goes on to describe the Cimmerians’ invasion and plundering of the
land beyond the lake in VIII.v.10-12. This example further demonstrates that even if
there is an element of hesitation, Procopius handles an episode of what could be
straightforward military history as a supernatural tale, blending the boundaries between

the military narrative and the paradoxical digressions.

Procopius and the nursing-goat

In Wars V1.xvii, the anecdote of the nursing goat allows Procopius to represent
himself as an audience, since he tells the anecdote as an eye-witness. The act of seeing
is emphasized from the beginning in VI.xvii.l1 where he introduces the digression in the
following terms: Evratda uor deiy Yaua Evvnrégdn Toovde. He then goes on telling the

story of an infant abandoned by his mother in the confusion caused by John’s army and

M VIILV.9, for in my opinion it appeared there for no other purpose than that evil might befall the

barbarians who lived in that region.
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consequently nursed by a she-goat. The weird aspect of the incident is demonstrated by
the reaction of the women of Picenum who find the infant in VI.xvii.7:

10 yeyovos EyuBardery ovdaud éxovoar dv Savuati peyaiw ot 09 Prom
446
TET0INYTAL. ..

The emphasis on the surprise of the women is interesting here because it can hardly be
mirrored by the reader’s reaction. Indeed, the reader possesses the knowledge that the
women are lacking in order to explain this sight. Usually when Procopius represents an
audience inside the text it is to manipulate the reader’s impression; for example by
representing the viewers of Hagia Sophia in awe, he invites the reader to be in awe of
the church as well — and of the description of the church. But what makes this anecdote
special is the fact that Procopius is actively involved in it. After describing the women’s
attempt and failure at nursing the baby, Procopius represents himself encountering the
baby and his goat in VI.xvii.10:

1 ¢ ’ b ~ 2 ~ ’ b 7 ~ ’ 4 14 1
xal qixa wot émonueiy évraida EuvéBy, émideibly Tol magaloyov moloUuevol Tagd Te TO
’ 5 \ PR} ’ e ~ 2% 7 447
nadioy fyov xal avto ééemitndes, iva Bod, éAmouy.

Interestingly enough, Procopius is seen by the locals as someone who would be
interested in such a strange sight and they therefore make a display out of it. The
placement of iva Bog between ééemitndes and éAdmouy emphasizes the theatricality of this
cruel display. The result is a comic scene with the goat bleating and standing over the
infant to defend him. This sentence can also be seen to echo Lysias:

A \ \} ~ 1 ’ b /7 A4 /’ € 1 ~ /7 b ’
ueta 0 To deimvoy To maudiov EBoa xal édvorodatvey vmo T Jepamaivyy EmiTOS
" . T8 ==
Avmoluevoy, iva Tatta moij...

¢ They were utterly unable to comprehend what had happened and considered it very wonderful that the

infant was living.

7 And when I happened to be sojourning in that place, by way of making a display of the strange sight
they took me near the infant and purposely hurt it so that it might cry out.

448 Lysias L.xi.
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Procopius finishes the story by saying: ta uév odv auei @ Atyicdw Toitw Toiaita éomi,

only using the infant’s name at the end to close the narrative with a pun**’

. The name
Aegisthus also evokes the mythical character of the same name, who was involved in
adultery, the theme of Lysias’ speech which this passage was reminiscent of. This
anecdote presents Procopius as the audience for a weird spectacle; however, it does not
provide any direct information on what his reaction was. Indeed, although this anecdote
presents elements that could invite a discussion of the relationship between sadism,
voyeurism and entertainment, it is not however exploited, and appears rather as an

opportunity for Procopius to represent himself as this worldly traveller in exotic places

where the indigenous people recognise him as this amateur of curiosities.

Augarus and his menagerie

The depiction of wonderful animals also allows Procopius to discuss the
rhetorical efficiency of visual thaumata which is exemplified by the story of Augarus in
the amphitheatre in Wars I1.xii. This is a historical flashback, as the expression &v Toig
Gvw yodvors in earlier times indicates™’. Augarus was a king of Edessa whose
conversation was so delightful that the emperor of Rome would not let him leave his
side. Procopius introduces the anecdote by emphasizing how impossible it was for him
to persuade Augustus to let him go:

/7 b b4 / 2 /’ 27 /| 1 b4 ~ > 1 c
xal ToTe é¢ NI maTpia EXEAwY iEvar meidety Te Tov AlyovaToy wedeival avtoy ws

(4 v b / 4 451
PHITTA EYWY, EMEVOEl TAOE. ..

Normal persuasion, meidzrv, does not seem to work on Augustus, so Augarus has to

devise a different plan to get what he wants. He first goes to hunt for animals around

“ VLxvii.11.

SO TLxii.8.

BULxii.10, and one day when he was wishing to return to his native land and was utterly unable to
persuade Augustus to let him go, he devised the following plan.
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Rome and also picks up earth from all the different regions where he found them. He
then has Augustus sitting in the hippodrome and watching as he puts the earth in
different parts of the arena and then releases the animals all at once. When the animals
instinctively go to stand where the earth from their natural habitat is, Augustus is quite
struck and has to watch intently (én/ mAcioroy Ta moloducva és To axpiBes éBMeme) and is
surprised (é3avuale) that the animals naturally miss their homeland without being

taught™?

. His performance having achieved its aim, Augarus then proceeds to ask the
emperor how he thinks he feels when he has a family and kingdom in his native land.
Augustus is then said to be overcome by the truth of this speech (t& aAySei Toi Aoyou
goondeic Te xal Biardelc) and finally lets him leave™’. This story proves once more that
visual language is sometimes more powerful than rhetoric. It also shows that inducing

wonder/thauma can be a useful rhetorical tool in persuasion; another reason, perhaps,

for Procopius to display an array of thaumata.

The shark and the pearl

This reflection on visuality and thaumata as rhetorical instruments is further
elaborated in the story of the shark and the pearl in Wars Liv. This digression is woven
into the narrative of the Persian wars, introduced by the episode of Perozes’ death in
L.iv.14-16. About to die, the Persian king throws away his pearl earring. His motivation,
according to Procopius, is to keep it from being worn by anyone else (omws 09 un Tis
airo émigw gopoin)™*. The story does not seem all that believable for the author (duoi uév

o0 moTa Adyovre)™’, who finds it more likely that his ear was crushed and the pearl

452 [1.xii.15.
453 1.xii.17.
B iv.14.
453 idem.
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disappeared (ofuar 16 Te 005 avT® év ToUuTw Evyrenopdar TR made xal To wagyagoy omy mOTE
awancdivar)°. However, this thesis too is subsequently contradicted by another report

(¢ac) that the Ephthalitae found it and sold it to Cabades*”’

. Whatever happened to
Perozes’ pearl after his death is therefore dubious. This strategy of instilling doubt sets
the scene for the introduction of the story of the pearl: ‘Oca 02 quei & uaoyaow TovTw

, - 458
Iépoar Aéyovary eimeiv aiov [ ...]

. First, it is interesting to see how Procopius shrugs off
all authorial responsibility in this story from the start. The story of the pearl that is
worth telling (z&iov) is the one told by the Persians (ITéggar Aéyovary). The adjective aéiov
is then explained in the following clause: irws yag av Tw xai o0 mavranacy amaoTos o
Aoyos doferey ehvau [...]"°. This sentence embodies Procopius’ play on credibility at its
best. He formulates his idea in such a roundabout way that one wonders if he means one
thing or the complete opposite. The use of the adverb izwg, from the beginning, informs
the reader that this statement is only hypothetical. The use of v and the optative doerev
reinforces this aspect, but the climax of doubtfulness resides in the central expression ov
navranacty amortos. The worth of the tale resides in the very slight possibility that it is
not completely incredible. One can wonder here if what Procopius is getting at is that it
is actually mostly incredible. So the quality of the story would therefore reside in its
quality of being a story, and not a credible historical account.

The telling of the actual tale then starts with a Aéyovery odv I1époar, emphasizing

again the fact that the Persians are responsible for this report*®. First comes the

geographical location of the oyster and its pearl; the sea that washes the Persian coast

0 1.iv.15, but I suppose that his ear was crushed in this disaster, and the pearl disappeared somewhere

or other.
T Liv.16.
8 1.iv.17, the story of this pearl, as told by the Persians, is worth recounting [...].
12(9) idem, for perhaps to some it may not seem altogether incredible [...].
Liv.18.
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(év Saragay 7 év Ilégouis), and more precisely, not far off the shore (¢ Tavry qovos ov
moM@ modev)*®'. The focus then zooms closer to the oyster whose valves are opened
(avewyivar Te avTol auew Ta ooreaxa) in order to display the pearl in its centre (wv xata

92 The pearl itself is described

wéaov 1o uagyagoy elotyxer) like an organic jewellery-case
as a ‘Séaua Moyou moddoi GEiov’*®. This expression is blatantly rhetorical and the pearl
does not get a particularly extensive description — even if the narrative of the pearl in
itself is rather extensive. There is only one sentence dedicated to its physical
appearance, which uses a negative construction, not telling what the pearl is like but
rather stating that no oysters could ever compare in terms of size and beauty, a
statement emphasized by the hyperbolic ‘otdau [...] & To0 mavréc xosvor’***. No wonder
that no historical pearl could ever compare since our pearl here is outside of history and
time. The shark himself is also an extreme type of shark, both in its hyperbolic qualities
‘Omeooud Te xail deviys Gyoroy’ and its excessive behaviour®®. First, he’s in love with a
sight (Jzaua), following it days and nights (oUre vixTa aviévra olre quégav), taking the
least possible amount of time to eat (253izw uév 671 Tagiora)*®. Kaldellis’s analysis of
this tale centres on the concept of eros and pothos as tyrannical attributes, drawing
parallels with the Secret History and the characterisation of Chosroes, Justinian and
Theodora®®’. Amusingly enough, the reader can see that the shark presents qualities of
both Procopius and Justinian: the interest of the author in sights and visual qualities

(which this thesis has tried to point out so far) and the extreme business and disregard

for food of the Byzantine emperor in the Secret History. The account of the shark’s

4611 4v.18.
462 idem.
463 idem.
464 1iv.18.
465 14v.19.
468 i dem.

7 Kaldellis (2004), 75-80.

180



Envisioning Byzantium

attitude around the pearl, at any rate, starts with the sight he falls in love with (égaoryy
10U Jeauatos Toutou yevouvevov) and finishes with him sating himself with this sight
(Sedpatos aiSic Toi Eowpévou umimdardal)*®. Procopius emphasizes this aesthetic
appreciation which, for me, indicates that this passage is more than a political criticism
of tyranny. Indeed, even though tyrants are sometimes depicted as aesthetic
connoisseurs in literature, Justinian however is never said to appreciate art particularly,
even in the Buildings, and the appreciation of art is definitely a positive category in
Procopius’ work.

The fisherman character finally appears at this point in the tale; he’s said at first
to recoil from danger (dmodeihidoavra™®® 8¢ 16 Smoiov dmoxvijoar Tov xivduvey) but then he
proceeds to tell Perozes what he saw, and the king subsequently falls in love with the
pearl himself*”. The fisherman’s account must have been very powerful to provoke this
longing in the king, which makes us wonder about this fisherman who surely must not
know rhetoric but still manages to make an impression on the king. The fisherman’s
speech, which is then quoted, is not very elaborate and does not elicit a reaction from
Perozes. This fisherman seems to have that in common with our author that he can
make people long for a sight (such as Hagia Sophia) but his speeches leave their
audience cold. The scene of the capture of the pearl is then described, the fisherman
observing the shark for his moment (xasgogpuAaxav) and as soon as the latter has gone to
catch food, he seizes the pearl and hurls it to the shore before being eaten by the

471

monster . This episode is very vivid and the atmosphere of urgency well rendered with

¥ Liv.19.

9 Interestingly enough, the same verb is used by Procopius in the prologue of the Secret History about
himself: o0 amodeihiaaw Tov oyxov ToU égyou, I shall not flinch from the immensity of the task, Secret
History, 1.5.

70 Liv.20.

71 Liv.27-29.
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adverbs such as ragiora, 03, xata Tayges and expressions such as taiy [...] 4
Umovpyig, ‘with all his might’, and omoud moAA, ‘with great speed’*’”. Some men that
were on the beach then find the pearl and bring it to Perozes as well as reporting to him
what happened. Procopius tells us that the men’s report is the account he has just given
us, once more insisting on shrugging off all authorship of this passage. We never end up
finding out if the king did in the end reward the fisherman’s children. This digression is
overall very puzzling; at first, it could appear to be a sort of exotic digression in the
Herodotean style, a Persian tale inserted in the account of the wars to entertain the
reader with a picturesque piece. Perhaps it was an actual Persian tale whose source we
have lost. But even if pearls are indeed common in Persian and Syriac literature (for
example in the Hymn of the Soul where a pearl is protected by a dragon*’?), this passage
does not seem particularly Persian, or even remotely exotic. The absence of moral at the
end also keeps it from resembling a folkloric fable, even if a few moral generalities are
mentioned in the fisherman’s speech. I would tend to think that this is a pure fabrication
of Procopius, which is befitting since it seems to be about storytelling. What we get
from this tale is the power of attraction of images, but also the power of a good, vivid

description, which can be more effective than a speech.

Animal narratives in Procopius’s work appear to serve different purposes, but all
have in common the quality of being visual and of inviting the reader to ponder the
efficiency of the language of images. Procopius appears to make his paradoxical
digressions blend seamlessly with the political and military narrative, as he does with

the tale of the war-causing doe. Furthermore, oftentimes the paradoxical episodes are

“ Liv.28.
7 Translation by Bevan (1897).
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set up like spectacles, for example when Procopius represents himself as the audience
for a comic scene with the nursing goat and her human baby, but also when Augarus
uses the amphitheatre to set up a performance to persuade the emperor to let him go.
This last example demonstrates the efficacy of the visual over plain speech, as Augarus
managed to achieve with a visual performance what he had failed to do with verbal
entreaties. Finally, the tale of the shark and the pearl developed the same idea of the
power of the visual and descriptive, going a step further as it was not just the image of
the pearl itself that appeared to have power but its description as well. This story also

played up aesthetic pleasure as extremely potent and even dangerous.

Deciphering omens

Supernatural events seem to provoke Procopius’ interest in as much as they
necessitate interpretation. That is the case of omens in particular which can announce
events. They generally function as visual items that need to be deciphered in order to
predict the future. However, the interpretative work seems to work the other way around
in the context of history, as it seems the omens are interpreted retrospectively in the
light of subsequent events. Omens indeed allow Procopius to discuss the process of
interpretation, and especially the different techniques employed and the different
interpreters. Procopius’s self-representation as knowledgeable and rational historian is
also at stake here. First, we will look at cosmological omens, then, more particularly at
portents in the context of wars and finally at some difficulties in the interpretation

process.
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Cosmological omens

In Wars 1l.iv.1-3, Procopius mentions the appearance of a comet. He gives
information on its size; saying it was at first the size of a tall man (ooov edunins avne
uiahiora), and then much larger ({oregoy 2 xai moA@ weillwy)*’*. He appears to choose a
rational approach to this phenomenon; he then gives its situation with one end towards
the west (mog dvovra mAov) and the other towards the east (mgos avioyovra), following the
sun (e % 1 GAip Smodey eineto)*”. He even states that the sun was in Capricorn and
the comet in Sagittarius, although it might not mean much to his readership unless it is
well versed in astronomy. He then provides us with the different names for this comet:
first the swordfish (&igiav), a name he explains by its size and pointy aspect (om oy
emunrms Te v xal Aay okeiay), and the bearded start (mwywviav) which he does not feel
the need to explain*’®. He also notes the period during which the comet was seen; that
is, during more than forty days (quégas e mAciovs 9 Teooaparovra). This rationalizing
pose is kept throughout this passage since Procopius then proceeds to evoke the
interpretation of this omen with as much distance as he can. He starts with reporting

what the specialists said:

ol ey oly Taira gopol alAgrorg ws Muata ouoloyolvres arhos aAda mpoldeyoy mpos
. 477
ToUTOU O ToU aoTépos onuaiverIal [...]

The juxtaposition of aAlos and aAla and the use of aAAylois emphasize the
disagreement between the specialists while keeping the discourse vague and not

mentioning what their different theories actually are. This is to give the reader the

THLiv. 1.

73 Idem.

O qLiv.2.

Y 1Liv.3, now those who were wise in these matters disagreed utterly with each other, and one
announced the comet meant one thing, another that it was another thing]...].
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impression that he has the possibility of forming his own opinion, an impression which
is then further imposed on him:

Evw 0¢ ooa yevéadar EvvmyéxSn yoapwy didwur éxaoTe Toic amoBeByroat
Texunoiobadar § Potdorro’

Procopius keeps his stance of impartial narrator here by saying that he told things as
they happened (ooa yevésdai), leaving the reader to draw conclusions with the verb
Texumeiovodar which furthers this impression that things are left open by introducing the
indefinite clause ) BodAoito. The use of the optative in this case reinforces the illusion
that nothing is set in stone. The reader’s judgment is obviously predetermined since the
passage which follows this introduces the historical events that followed the comet as
extremely bad. The abrupt transition between the previous assertion of the reader’s free
judgment and the events themselves is effectuated with the adverb e03vs, which further
emphasises the switch. Unsurprisingly, the crossing of the Danube by the Hunnic army
is described in hyperbolic terms ([...] yeyovos wev moldaxis 170n, Tocaira 0 To mAGIog
xand 4 Towabra 6 péyedos ol dveynoy mdmore Toic TalTy dvdedmors’ ) with the opposition
of moAAasg and ovx [...]mwmote and the parallel structure with rocaira 0z To mA730s and
ToiatTa 10 wéyedos. In the passage which follows from ILiv.4 to IL.iv.11, Procopius
proceeds to describe the damage done by the Huns to people in Illyricum, Chersonesus,
Thessaly and generally most of Greece apart from the Peloponnese. One has no choice
but to conclude the comet was a very bad omen. There actually does not seem to be any
ambiguity about this, however strongly Procopius insists on the specialists’ difficulty in

agreeing.

478
479

1d., but I only write what took place and I leave to each one to judge by the outcome as he wishes.
1Liv.4, [...] a thing which had happened many times before, but which had never brought such a
multitude of woes nor such dreadful ones to the people of that land.
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Cosmological omens appear several times in the Wars, and most often they
announce doom quite unequivocally. Such is the eclipse®™ in Wars IV xiv.5-6; it is
immediately refered to in negative terms as tégas [...] dewotaToy with a superlative
adjective that immediately sets the hyperbolic tone. Procopius then proceeds to explain
the eclipse in detail. It is not actually an eclipse, but very much like one (éxAeimovri e
éml mAeioTov éxer) since the sun shone without brightness (ywois T9v aiyAny) and its
beams were not clear (tqv quaguyny [...] o0 xaSagav). This description adds to the
atmosphere of doom and gloom with its darkness and dullness. The following sentence
sums up the explanation of the eclipse as a portent of doom:

2 Gl ~ ~ 4 »v ’ ” A} b4 v b 14

€ 00 Te EyuBivar TotTo TeTUYMnEY, 0UTE MoAuos oUTE Aoluwog olte TI aAAo é¢ SavaToy
481

©épov ToUs avdpwmous amEMTE. ..

The transition & o0 is very succinct and throws into relief the direct relation between the
eclipse and the following events both temporally and causally. The events themselves
are described in a triple structure repeating ovte three times and giving the catastrophies
gradually with first the war, moAzuos, then the plague, Aowwog, and finally the indefinite
‘anything’ else that leads to death (71 aAdo &5 Savatov @égov). This passage is not only
rhythmically structured but the alliterations and assonances with the repetition of the
consonants 7 and A and the vocalic sounds o and ov contribute to the dark mood by
creating a melody which is both repetitive and dull. It is striking to see how Procopius
uses the tones of his language to express the darkness and doom surrounding the
eclipse.

Strange natural phenomena are common in the Wars, particularly earthquakes

and floods. In Wars VIIL.xxv.16-23, Procopius evokes different natural catastrophies

0 An example of a famous eclipse in historiography is Herodotus VIL.37.
IV xiv.6, and from the time when this thing happened men were free neither from war nor pestilence
nor any other thing leading to death.
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that happened in Greece. He first refers to extraordinary earthquakes (seiouor [...]
é€airioi™) touching particularly Boeotia, Achaea and the Crisacan Gulf. The
consequences of the earthquakes are then described with the destruction of numerous

cities*™’ and the creation of chasms which made contacts between people difficult*”,

Another consequence is the deluge in the towns of Echinus and Scarphea*™

which is
said to have made it possible for people to walk to the islands whereas the mainland was
covered with water as far as the mountains. But the consequence of this flood that
interests us is the fact that it left fish on the ground which, since their sight was not
familiar to the men of this country (% ois andns mavranacy oloa Tois T§ids avIewnois),
were seen as prodigious (reoatddns) ™. The oddness of the fish could be only due to the
ignorance of these men, but it is actually further explained by the following anecdote
which states that once the men tried to boil them, their body was reduced to an
unbearable liquid putrefaction (é¢ ix@eds ¢ xal onmedivas ot wopyras)™ . However weird
this natural phenomenon is, Procopius does not try to use it to explain future events. He
does not offer an explanation for the fish’s putrefaction either, but his description of the
fish is vivid and haunting in and of itself.

Nevertheless, there is one example where Procopius actually offers his point of
view on the explanation of omens. In Wars VII.xxix.4-20, he dedicates an extensive
digression to some extraordinary natural phenomena. First, in VIL.xxix.4-5 he refers to

severe earthquakes that happened in Byzantium and other places, but did not do much

harm. Then, in VIL.xxix.6-8, he describes the rise of the Nile which flooded all Egypt

482 VII1.xxv.16.

483 VIILxxv.17.

484 VIILxxv.18.

485 VII1.xxv.19-20.
486 VIILxxv.21

BT VIILxxv.22.
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and made the seeds rot, creating a lack of sustenance for both men and animals. Finally,
in VIL.xxix.9-16 he devotes the longest part of this digression to the story of the whale
Porphyrius, telling both all the damage it did and the way it was finally captured. All
these examples of natural catastrophies introduce the following passage in VII.xxix.17-
20 which provides Procopius’ opinion on the interpretation of such events. First, he
describes how the Byzantines, upon observing those events — the earthquakes, the rise
of the Nile and the capture of the whale — started prophesying. These prophecies are
contradictory: [...] meoideyoy abrixa EuBioeaSar 67a M air@y éxdore foeone...*™ . There
does not seem to be a logic behind their prophecies but rather personal whim (soa [...]
enaot qeeaxe). This fact provides him with the occasion to offer a generalization on the
process of interpreting prodigies in order to prophesy:

oiholiot yap avSowmor Toic Tagolor diamopoluevor Ta éTousva TepaTeveTdal, xal Toi
’ ~ > ’ \ ’ ’ > \ ~ 489
Evoyotiory amonvaiouevor Ta EuuBnooueva Aoyw ovdevi Texumpiotrdat. ..

This habit of uttering prophecies seems to be a general human tendency, as the opening
@iAolior yap avdewmor points out. The absence of rational reasoning behind this process is
emphasized by the use of the participle diamogotuevor which shows that these men are at
a loss when faced with those supernatural events, and the dative Aoyw oddevi which
implies that their predicting of the future has no foundation. Procopius finally gives us
his personal strategy:

Evw 0 uavTelas Te xal TepaTwy ONAWTEIS alois apiels éxcivo el olda ws N wey Tov

Neidov émi Tig ywoag diaToi3n wevaiwy aitia év ye T() TaEOVTI TUUPOPQY Yéyove, TO
. . , ~ 5 490
0 niTos apaviadey moAAGy anardayn xaxiy dadsixvutal oloa...

8 VILxxix. 17, [...] they began straightway to prophesy that such and such things would take place,
according to the taste of each.

9 VILxxix.18, for men are inclined, when present events leave them puzzled, to utter terrifying
prophecies about the future, and, distracted by occurrences that trouble them, to infer, for no good
reason, what the future will bring.

0 VILxxix.19, but as for me, I shall leave to others prophecies and explanation of marvels; still, I know
well that the lingering of the Nile on the fields did prove a cause of great calamities at that time at any
rate, while the disappearance of the whale, on the other hand, unquestionably provided an escape from
many troubles.
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There is a rupture here between the first part of the sentence up to aereig and the second
part after it. The tension resides in the fact that even if he wants to leave the explanation
of prophecies to others, he still acknowledges (s 0/da) that the rise of the Nile caused
great torment (ueyadwy [...] ouupopdv) and that the capture of the whale on the other
hand was a relief from many evils (noAA@y anaAdayy xaxdv). This is slightly confusing,
especially since he adds subsequently that some say that the whale captured was not
Porphyrius in VII.xxix.20 and then concludes the digression abruptly, saying he needs
to return to his previous narrative now. One wonders what it is exactly that Procopius
thinks of those that prophesy and explain prodigies (rzgarwy dyAwaeis). His pose is not
consistant at any rate and oscillates between the will to rationalize and see the cause of
events (aitia) as any good classical historian and empiricist”’, and his need to include
all these strange prodigies for different reasons, one of them being the fear of passing as
ignorant of what happened. When he says he leaves the interpretation of omens to
others, it contradicts the fact that he does offer interpretations repeatedly throughout his

history.

Portents in the context of wars

Omens are somehow unavoidable when writing history, particularly in the
context of wars and battles. In Wars I1l.iv.1-11, we hear of an episode about Marcian
from when he was a captive of Gizeric, before he came to assume the imperial power.

492

This episode also appears in Theophanes’ Chronographia™*, which was written later

however in the eighth and ninth century, and there are a few differences between the

“1 Note the use of the verb Texumei@ in various cases, for example with the comet in Wars 11.iv.3 and in

men’s irrational predictions in Wars VII.xxix.18.
2 Chronographia ed. De Boor (1883), 103.33-104.19.
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versions*”>. In Procopius’ version, Marcian is brought out amongst other captives of
Gizeric so that the latter can look at them and decide which master to assign to each one
of them. The scene is described from Gizeric’s perspective, it seems. We learn that the
captives were gathered under the summer sun at midday and that they were distressed
(dySuevor) by it and sat down (xa3qv10)**. The context of the scene is interesting in its
difference from Theophanes’ version which states the episode happened while Marcian
was hunting in Lydia. Here, he is pictured as a captive and in a seriously uncomfortable
position, which provides the scene with more tension. Marcian is also presented from
Gizeric’s point of view as anonymous, one amongst other: év avtois 0¢ xai Magxiavos
Smou 1) ammuedquévws xdSeude™”. The use of the adverb émov and the participle
amquelquévws lend a quality of vagueness to this sentence, highlighting the fact that
Marcian was not standing out before the omen. The omen itself is depicted quite
brieftly:

xal TIS aUTOU GETOS UEQITTATO, TG TTEQR, WS AéYoudt, JIATETATAS, A&l TE UEVWY €V
S 496
T4 aUTH ToU agpos xwea wovoy Tov Magxiavoy émeonialey...

It is interesting that in the midst of a brief description of the eagle flying over Marcian
in order to cast a shadow over him only, Procopius takes the time to point out that 7a
nrepa [...] dametacag is an expression, by means of the clause ws Aéyovor. Even if he
often shows interest in languages and idioms, this expression in particular is quite self-
explanatory and does not seem to require the need to be pointed out. But what interests

Procopius in this story is not the omen particularly in itself but the process of its

3 Theophanes writes concerning the emperor Marcian, When he went to fight the Persians, delayed in

Lycia by illness, Marcian was received in the home of two brothers of Sidema, Julius and Tatian. On a
hunting expedition, Tatian saw a great eagle sheltering the future emperor from the sun whilst he slept.
When pressed, Marcian said that if he became emperor (as the brothers deduced,) he would proclaim
them fathers. For a study of the different versions of the legend in Byzantine literature, see Scott (2007).
“*Liv.4.

3 Id., and somewhere or other among them Marcian, quite neglected, was sleeping.

Y1Liv.5, then an eagle flew over him spreading out his wings, as they say, and always remaining in the
same place in the air he cast a shadow over Marcian alone.
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interpretation by Gizeric which he deals with in IIL.iv.6-8. First, he situates Gizeric in
this scene as watching from the upper-storey (éx 0z T@v vmegwwy). Then, he refers to him
as a particularly perceptive person (ayyivous Tis wv uariora) before saying that he
suspected the thing to be a divine manifestation (3zioy Te elvar 1o moayuwa Umontevoe). In
this manner, Procopius presents as a quality of Gizeric the fact that he understands that
the eagle flying over Marcian is not a coincidence. Gizeric then proceeds to interrogate
Marcian who says he is an advisor of Aspar, and Procopius takes this opportunity to
provide the name of this position in Latin, ‘domesticus’. This answer introduces the
conclusion of Gizeric’s reflexions:

ravra I'ilepiyw arxoloavt nai EyuBartouéve uev tot oovidos pyov, Ty 0¢ Acmagos

Quvauty év v@ éxovti ooy év Bulavtiw éxodto, xatapaves éyiveto ws eis Baaideiay o

dvio Gyorro...””
Gizeric’s interpretation of this omen is the sum of both his analysis of the bird’s action
and of Marcian’s answer that he is Aspar’s domesticus combined with his knowledge of
Aspar’s power in Byzantium. This interpretation therefore required from him different
intellectual actions which are pointed out by different expressions for the different
stages, first axoloavr and &uuBaAdousvw, then év v éxovti, which are all dative
participles, and finally the resulting verb xarapavés éyivero. Omens provide Procopius
with the opportunity to highlight the process of interpretation.

In Wars 111.iv.30-35, another historical character, Attila, is represented as
interpreting an omen in the context of a war. The episode happens during his siege of

Aquileia and it is introduced in the following terms: 7oiovds paciv evrigmua

Evvevey Sivai’®. The term elrigmua announces the fact that this episode is a stroke of

YT 11Liv.8, and when Gizeric heard this and considered first the meaning of the bird’s action, and then

remembered what a great power Aspar exercised in Byzantium, it became evident to him that the man
was being led to royal power.
¥ 11Liv.30.
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luck for Attila. The use of gasiv, denotating the fact that this is a second-hand story that
Procopius is telling, is echoed by A¢yovar introducing the following sentence which sets
the scene, saying that after failing to capture Aquileia by any means, Attila had decided
to abandon the siege and leave at sunrise on the following day (77 vorepaig evdévde
Gmavres davictdvrar Gua fAiw dvisyovr)™”. Tt is at that precise time, the following day
at sunrise (quépq 0 T émyouévy auel Hhiov avatodas) that the omen happens. The
repetition of the precise time at which it happened is redundant, obviously emphasizing
the conditions of the event as significant. This timing makes it more dramatic, as if it
had happened before Attila gave up the siege or after he left, it would not have been
significant at all. Furthermore, the barbarians are said to already be starting to leave .
The omen itself is the departure of a male stork with its little storks from their
nest on a tower of the city wall. This departure is described in an endearing way with
the little storks either sharing their father’s flight (ra wev avT® uetégev tijs mroews) or
riding his back (ra 02 2m! o0 vérrov Tob maTeds wéoerdai)’’. Attila’s interpretation of the
phenomenon is then presented in several stages. First, he commands his army to stay
put, which Procopius explains by his great ability at understanding and interpreting
things (7v yae dewiratos Evveivar te xai EuuBaleiv Gravra)’. Attila then tells his soldiers
that the bird would not have fled from his nest at random (e/¢4) but that he must have
been prophesying (Zuavrelero) some future evil (¢Aaipor)’™”. Both this example and the

previous one depict two barbarian kings interpreting omens and being praised for their

9 1Liv.31.
S0 iv.32.
SO ILiv.33.
02111 iv.34.
393 Jd. Notice the use of the ionic form of the word gaifos.
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> They also have in common the presence of birds announcing

interpretational skills
the future by their behaviour. Finally, in III.iv.35, Procopius says the part of the wall
where the stork’s nest was fell down, validating the bird’s ominous departure and
Attila’s interpretation.

In Wars V1.xiv.18-22, an omen happens as the Lombards and Eruli prepare to
meet in battle, announcing the outcome of the fight. This is partially announced by the
previous passage in VI.xiv.13-17, where the Lombards keep sending envoys to the Eruli
asking them to provide them with the reason why they want to go to war against them

and warning them that god will be on their side if they do not have a valid reason. The

armies are represented as they are about to fight:
nvina 0 au@oTepol ayyioTa T alpAwy évévovto, Tov pev UmepSey AayyoBaediy
acoa EvvéBaive pweAaivy TIvi veily xal éc ayav mayeig xaAvmTeadal, UmEp 0 ToUS
Egovlovs ardpiay imeopuids elvad...
This description of the sky above both armies is striking in its vivid antithesis. On the
Lombards’ side, there is a visible exaggeration of darkness, with a black cloud (ueAaivy
i vepéAy) which is also said to be extremely opaque (és ayay mayeig), this opacity
emphasized even more with the verb ‘xaAintec3ar’. On the Eruli’s side, the description
is very brief and the sky is only said to be particularly clear (ardpiav imegpuis). The
interpretation of this dichotomy in the sky’s appearance is presented as obvious, since
Procopius says that one would draw the conclusion from this (rexungiovuevog) that some
evil (movme®) would befall the Eruli. This can seem surprising for the reader, because a

perfectly clear sky does not seem particularly more ominous than a dark cloud but

Procopius explains that it is the worst portent for barbarians (o0 yag 71 ToUToU TIXE0TEQOY

>% Even if Procopius represented the interpretation of omens in a very different light as we have seen

earlier in VIL.xxix.17-20.

9 V1.xiv.18, and when the two armies came close to one another, it so happened that the sky above the
Lombards was obscured by a sort of cloud, black and very thick, but above the Eruli it was exceedingly
clear.
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BaoBigois Téous [...] ofdy e efvar)’’®. Unsurprisingly, the author then goes on to describe
how terribly the Eruli got eliminated by the Lombards, even though they were more
numerous.

In Wars VIIl1.xiv.38-40, Procopius reports an omen that happened at Edessa
before the Persian war. He introduces it into the narrative, saying that since he is
mentioning Edessa (éneidy Edioons uvnodny) he cannot be silent about the following
portent (o ciwmgoouar To éxcivy Tépas). Obviously, this is a rhetorical way of justifying
his inclusion of this omen. The omen itself is described in few words:

€ ’ 1 ¢ /’ 4 b4 1 2 4 ’ 7 7 b

nvira yap o Xoapons Aety éuere Tas amepavtovs ralovuévas amovdas, yuvy TIS &y
’ /’ b 4 1 \ b b ~ b ’ /’ /’ 1 v

moder Boépos énlel Ta uev ara émeinios avdowmouoopoy, dvo 0 Tol xealdas éxov...

507
The timing of the event seems important, since half of the sentence is devoted to it,
stating that it happened when Chosroes was about to break the peace treaty which
Procopius refers to in the ironic terms rag amepavrovs xarovuévas omovdas. The portent
himself is an infant born from a woman of Edessa, who is said to be absolutely normal
as a human being (émemds avdpwmnouoppov) apart from having two heads (dve 0z o
xepahas ). The meaning of this supernatural birth is explained in the light of the
following events: o 07 Tois amoBefBnxoot gavegov véyovey, since Edessa and most of the
Roman empire were fought for subsequently by two sovereigns (Bacieior meoiuaymros

duoiy véyove)’™. Obviously the infant’s two heads stand for the two powers at stake in

this war. However, this is a perfect example of how omens are explained by historians

00 VLxiv.19.

T VIII.xiv.39, when Chosroes was about to break the so-called endless peace, a certain woman in the
city gave birth to an infant which in other respects was a normally formed human being, but had two
heads.

% Two-headed babies, as well as generally multi-headed or multi-limbed humans were common in
paradoxography; for example in Phlegon of Tralles” Book of marvels. On deformity in Antiquity, see
Garland (1995).

> VIILxiv.40.
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in the light of following events, which is different from their interpretation in the heat of

the moment.

Difficulties of interpretation

The interpretation of omens interests Procopius in the way these portents act as
visual codes that need breaking. But the breaking of these codes is far from obvious
sometimes. In Buildings V1.iv.6-9, the author uses once more the first person to refer to
an event he cannot pass over in silence (wg gxiota Fiwmyrowar), an event which

>1% This seems to point out that he is a first-

happened in his time (év goovw 10 xa3 quas)
hand source for the anecdote, however he does not allude to himself again after this.
The actors in this event are the Moors, and more specifically the Leuathae who emptied
Leptis Magna of its inhabitants after attacking the Vandals. They are the ones who see

> The portent itself is the sudden

the portent from a hilly spot (év gweois 0¢ Aopwdear)
apparition of a flame in the middle of the city (¢Aoya mugos éamvaiws év wéoy T4 moAer
reSéavrar)’'?. The reactions of the Moors to this apparition is to run back to the town,
thinking there were enemies there, when in fact there were none. As a result, they had to

take the matter to the specialists:

el Tovs wavTels To moayua fyov, of 0n TG EuuBeByroti Texunoiovmevor THY
Aenmiwayvay olx eic paxoay olioInoeadal mpolAeyoy...

The specialists are those udgvreic that Procopius seemed to despise in Wars VILxxiv>'*,

and their technique of interpretation is phrased as ‘@ &uBeByxort Texunprotpevor",

which is very interesting since it combines the idea of infering which usually requires a

SOVLiv.6.
M VLiv.7
12 1dem.
1 They took the matter to the soothsayers, who, by an inkling of what has since happened, predicted that
Leptis Magna would soon be inhabited again.
:: Discussed previously in this chapter at the end of the part entitled cosmological omens.
VLiv.9.
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basis on which to infer with future events that one can only guess. Their prediction
(mooieyov)’'® is correct however since Leptis Magna was inhabited shortly after — as
well as renovated by Justinian, as the Buildings describes.

In Wars VII1.xxi.10-18, Procopius seems to hold a different view on the
interpretation of omens, a view that completely contradicts what he said in Wars
VILxxiv. He tells about a story told to him by a Roman senator — ie. a respectable
source — when he was visiting the city. The event happened during Atalaric’s reign in
Italy. He mentions a bronze bull statue by a fountain in the forum, which allows him to
go into a digression about the abundance of beautiful statues in Rome and their famous
sculptors, Phidias and Lysippus. The omen itself is depicted in near-comical terms; a
steer leaves its cattle to mount the fountain and stands over the bronze bull. The
interpretation of the omen itself is offered courtesy of a Tuscan passerby who is
described as quite rustic (xouid7 Gyoooy)’'’. His nationality is not coincidental, as
Procopius explains that Tuscans have always been gifted with prophecy down to his day
(el voo wavrixol xai éc ué Tovoxor)’'®. The prophecy itself is that one day a eunuch will
undo the ruler of Rome — predicting Narses’ march against Totila; which earns the
Tuscan only laughter (& e Toiiosog éxeivos xai 6 mag'airov Adyos yéidwra dele)’". This
fact leads Procopius to conclude that men are used to laugh at prophecies before they
turn out to be true and see them as ridiculous myths, which is possibly exactly the
opposite position from the one he previously exposed in Wars VILxxiv. Furthermore,
he goes so far as to show men as vanquished by the arguments provided by the

subsequent events: Niv 0z 0y anavres 1o EJuBorov Toiro Tois amoBeByxooty UmoyweolvTes

316 Idem.
ST VIILxxi. 16.
318 Idem.
S VILxxi. 17.
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>2% His choice of terms is interesting with the juxtaposition of

Savualova|...]
Umoyweotvres and Savualovor which are both strong verbs that show how irresistible this
omen is, and also the use of &uBoAoy which emphasizes for us the visual aspect of the
omen.

There is an example in the Wars where Procopius represents himself as a
character doing the interpretation. In Wars I11.xv.34-35, Belisarius commands his troops
to dig a trench in Byzacium in order to establish their base there. While they were
digging, something amazing happened (évda 09 xal 71 Toic Ty Tapeoy ogloTovat TeTUymHE
Savuaciov phixov). The miracle itself is water springing from the trench:

¢/ 4 ~ ¢ ~ 2 ~ E A} ~ > /’ /7 b

Udatos moAU TI yoTua N ¥ avixey, ov yeyovos Tovto év Bulaiw mooteoov, aAlwes Te
. 521

xal ToU yweiov avidpov oVToS...

The miraculous aspect of this phenomenon is explained in three ways, first, by the vast
quantity of water springing forth (tdatog moAv 71 xe7ua), then by the fact it never
happened in Byzacium before (o0 yeyovos [...] meoregov), and finally by the fact the earth
there was completely dry (700 gweiov avideov). The water is also said to have been
enough for both men and animals. Then, Procopius represents himself telling what he
thinks about it to Belisarius:

xal Juwy%y,eyog ) 0‘1’@6&7")7’760 Hgoxomog Eheyey @ wg ov 31a Tfm/ zgsmw 7 TOU UdaTos

TeplovTig zatgol, GO Sri of  EguBoloy elva doxel vixms amovou xal TotTo oo

TooAéyety To Seiov...

This passage is obviously interesting for many reasons, not only because Procopius

represents himself interacting with Belisarius as his advisor. He says the water made

0 VIILxxi.18, but now all men, yielding to the arguments of the actual events, marvel at this sign.

(VIILxxi.18)

' I1.xv.34, a great abundance of water sprang from the earth, a thing which had not happened before in
Byzacium, and besides this the place was altogether waterless.

2 11L.xv.35, and in congratulating the general, Procopius said that he rejoiced at the abundance of
water, not so much because of its usefulness, as because it seemed to him a symbol of an easy victory, and
that Heaven was foretelling a victory to them.
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him rejoice, not because of its usefulness (o0 dia v geziav), but because of its worth as
a symbol (071 of EJuBolov eivar). This is obviously a case where Procopius finds it
acceptable to interpret a symbol; he even deems it to be sent from god (meoAéyev 1o
Jeiov). The confirmation of his interpretation of this event as a sign of victory is brieftly
mentioned in the conclusion of this episode (&mzp ody xai éyévero)’>. This episode serves
multiple purposes, such as showing Belisarius in a good light, since he chose the place
to dig a trench which provided them with water, and presenting Procopius as a wise
advisor versed in the meaning of prodigious signs, as well as implying divine protection
of the Roman army. One could see this type of interpretation as wishful-thinking, which
recalls the passage in Tacitus’ Histories where Tacitus mentions how reports were
circulating on how Vespasian was sent to Judaea to be adopted by the emperor, and this
rumour was based on several things, amongst which were random occurences
interpreted as omens: [...] praesaga responsa, et inclinatis ad credendum animis loco
ominum etiam fortuita®**.

Procopius’s persona in the Wars is always changing, swaying between accepting
supernatural or rational interpretations. In Wars VIIL.xv.21-25, he shows his
rationalising side when an environmental prodigy happens. This prodigy presents
different characteristics; first, although it was late autumn (100 uev yag Etovs uetomwooy
7v), it was both hot and dry (adyuos 0z xai mviyuos) just like in the middle of summer
(&onzo Yoous wéoov) which Procopius qualifies as very surprising (Savuaoroy 67ov) >,

These weather conditions in turn have surprising effects on the environment, such as

523
11.xv.36.
324 Tacitus, Histories I1i (translation Fisher 1906), [...] from the prophetic responses of oracles, and even
from accidental occurrences which, in the general disposition to belief, were accepted as omens.
525
VIILxv.21.
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bringing forth a great quantity of roses (§édwy uév mA7%¢)°*°, as well as new fruits on all
the trees (xagmovs ¢ Ta d:vdoa ayedov T1 amavta véous), and finally grapes on the vines
(taic dumédorg 00déy 1 fooov dyévovro Bérouec)™’. Procopius then writes about the
interpretation of this phenomenon in three stages, first giving the specialists’ opinion,
then his own idea on what happened, and finally concluding in a way that leaves the
interpretation open. The specialists, as per usual, find it difficult to agree:

T \} c ~ 1 4 ” 2 ’ /’ b4 c 1
olc O of TalTa dsivol Texumplovuevor mpoUleyoy ampoddonyToy uéya TI ETeadal, of Uey
528
ayaSoy, ol 0¢ ToUvayTIOV...

Once more, the interpretation process consists of the combination of ‘ rexunerodusvor’ and
‘moovleyoy’. The specialists agree on the fact the future event which this extraordinary
phenomenon announces will be both big and surprising (amgodoxyrov uéya 1) but they
cannot agree on whether it will be good (aya30v) or the opposite (rodvavtiov). It is
interesting that Procopius used ‘rovvavriov” instead of saying xaxov, since it stresses the
antagonism between the specialists’ judgment. As far as Procopius’ opinion on the
matter is concerned, he has a more rationalizing view of things and tries to explain it as
a coincidence (xata 71 SyuBeBuyxos yeyovévar), a result of the long action of the south
winds (vérwy émi mheirrov dvéuwy) which resulted in heat (Sgunc)’>’. However, he does
not rule out the possibility that this natural phenomenon foreshadows a future event and
he finishes this process of interpreting the omen in an open manner:

2 /’ (74 iGS A} /7 1 ’ b ’ /7 b ~
el 0¢ T1, Womep oUTol Qadt, xal onuaivel Tapa dolay éaousvoy, PBeBalotaTa éx TAY
530
amoByooutvwy loopeda...

2 Idem.

2T VILxv.22.

¥ VIIL.xv.23, from these things, those that are versed in such matters drew conclusions, predicting that
something great and unexpected would happen, some saying that it would be good, others saying the
opposite.

P VILxv.24.

POVIILxv.25, but if it really does, like they say, indicate that some unexpected event will happen, we
shall know most certainly from the future outcome.

199



Envisioning Byzantium

Procopius’ wisdom about the interpretation of this omen is simple common sense; that
we will understand it more certainly (8z8aiotara) after the things predicted have
happened (éx T@v amoByoouévwy). This is symptomatic of his approach to omens as a
historian, which is that he can explain them after events have happened, a completely

different process to that of decrypting the omen when it is happening.

Omens in Procopius appear on a first level as vivid and striking images —
sometimes as shocking as a two-headed infant or disgust-inducing putrid fish — which
are represented as thought-provoking in that they require interpretation. The process of
interpretation is shown as the deciphering of symbolic images with various levels of
difficulty; sometimes simple images such as an eclipse or a comet are presented as very
obviously ominous and fearsome, but other times the interpretation requires more
thought. A variety of characters are represented going through this process, including
Procopius himself, and it is also sometimes implied that a degree of professionalism or
expertise is required for it. As for Procopius’s position on omen-interpreting, it wavers
according to how he wants to present himself as a narrator. His most detailed
explanation of this is given at Wars VIIL.xv where he shows how a rational historian
looks at omens long after the events have passed and reads them in a different light. It is
also worth noticing that many omens appear in the Gothic wars, perhaps emulating
classical Roman historians, for example with the bird omens that are reminiscent of

classical augury, such as the famous geese of the Capitol.
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Oracles and prophecies: word-play and role-play

Oracles and prophecies are instances of human attempts to learn about the future
through divination. In Procopius’ work, they operate in such a way that they can both be
plays on words — ie. puns — but also plays as visual enactments, or role-play. An
example of a traditional oracle is in Wars IV.viii.12-17 and its outcome in IV .xii.28.
The Moors decide to consult their oracles, worrying about the future as the emperor was
about to make an expedition to Libya. The oracles themselves are said to be women
(yuvaixes) who become possessed (xdrogor) and make predictions (meoAéyover)’'. Their
talents for prediction are said not to be inferior in any way to the ancient oracles (r@v
maAat gomoryeiwy 0ldevés fooov) . The oracle itself is phrased in the following manner:

orpatoy €€ voatwy, Bavdidwy xatalvao, Mavgovriwy @Sopay Te xal HTTay, oTe
533
Pwuaios 0 cToatyyos ayéveios éXJol...

There are several elements to this oracle, posing various amounts of difficulty. The
army coming from the sea (sreatov £§ vdartwy) is quite obviously the Romans. The
Moors then remained quiet and waited until the Vandals were defeated by the Romans
(Bavdidwy xatalvay) which is the second element of the oracle. The third element,
finally, announces that the general who will bring destruction (¢Jopav) and defeat
(frrav) to the Moors will come unbearded (a7%veios). The Moors therefore made
enquiries to find out whether there was anyone who did not have a beard amongst the
Roman army and holding an office, which was not the case. This fact led them to draw
the following conclusions as to the women’s oracle and its potential meaning:

Emel 02 AmMAVTAS TWYWYOS EWPWY EUTITAGUEYOUS, 0U %00V0Y TOY TIAQOVTA TO UAVTEIOY

’ /7 b b 1 ~ ~ (24 4 1 /7 ¢ 4
onuaively aeioty @ovto, ala moAaic yveveaic Uotegoy, TauTy TO Adyiov éounvelovTes,
. 534
7 avTol H3elov...

>IV.viil. 13.

2 Idem.

>3 1V viii.14, there shall be a host coming from the waters, the overthrow of the Vandals, destruction and
defeat of the Moors, when the general of the Romans shall come unbearded.
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The Moors make the mistake of interpreting the oracle as they wish (9 avror 93:A0v) and
they decide that surely the event in question is not supposed to happen in their time (o0
yoovoy Tov mapovra) but that it will happen several generations later (roAdais yeveais
votegov). This is obviously not the case and the outcome of this suspenseful oracle
comes a few chapters later, when after Solomon beats them, the Moors remember the

oracle:

xal Tote Mavgouriwy Tols UToAcImouévous yuvaindoy Ty TeeTépwy To Aoyioy é0qel, wg
, . 535
aoa TO YEVOS aUTOIS TPOS avdpos arYevelou OAEITal...

This second retelling of the oracle functions as a reminder for the reader, in case he’d
forgotten about it like the Moors did. Procopius does not explain that the Moors’
mistake in interpreting this oracle was to think Belisarius was the general in question
before realizing he had a beard, whereas Solomon, being a eunuch, did not have a beard,
but by this time, they’d forgotten about the oracle.

Mistakes in the interpretation of oracles can even be comical, as in the example
in Wars 1l.xxx of Augustus’ clothes, which were mistaken by John as the emperor’s
garment, in blatant wishful thinking, when they were just the clothes of some man

536
named Augustus

. Both the example of the Moors’ prediction and of John the
Cappadocian demonstrate the linguistic difficulties involved in the deciphering of
oracles and that just one word can change a whole meaning.

Indeed, the interpretation of oracles can be difficult as one can see in the

climactic example of a confusing oracle in Wars V.xxiv. 28-37. The oracle in question

>4V viii.17, and when they saw all wearing full beards, they thought that the oracle did not indicate the

present time to them, but one many generations later, interpreting the saying as they wished.

>3 IV xii.28, and then the remainder of the Moors recalled the saying of their women to the effect that
their nation would be destroyed by a beardless man.

3% See chapter 3 on objects for a study of this passage.
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is a Sybilline oracle on which the Roman patricians have difficulties agreeing™’. This is
rendered even more difficult by the fact that there is a lacuna in the manuscript — in a
strange case of life imitating art — and all we have of the actual oracle is this: Quintili
mense * * rege nihil Geticum iam *. Thankfully, Procopius paraphrases the oracle:

xotvar yap Tote Baciréa Pwuaios natartival Tiva, € ob oy I'etieoy 0ldey Poun To
538
Aoimoy Oeiee...

This paraphrase does not include the crux of the problem though, which is the date at
which this should happen. The fifth month (Quintili mense) is then explained in two
different ways by the patricians, first, as the fifth month since the siege began in March,
and then as the fifth month in the old calendar dating from Numa’s time. These two
methods both produce July as a result of their calculations. These predictions turned out
to be false, which leads Procopius to explain why he thinks the Sibylline oracles cannot
be undersood by mortal men. He first indicates that he is experienced in this matter,
having read all of them (éxeiva avarslaucvos amavra). His reason for that is the way the
Sibyl structures her discourse:

€ 7, 2 (4 [ ek 1 14 ’ > \ c ’ 1 ’ ~

1 2iBuMa oly amavra €5 Ta moayuaTa Aéyel oUdE aguoviay TIva TOIOUUEYTY) TOU
539

Aoyou...

His reproaches are mainly the lack of chronological order (¢£7¢) and organization
(aguoviav). He then goes on to complain that she goes from Libya to Persia, to Rome, to
the Assyrians to the Romans again and then the Britons. Somehow it seems that
Procopius would want the Sibylline oracles to be arranged in the same way his History
of the Wars is composed with a combination of geographical and chronological

organization. He finishes his discussion of the impossibility of understanding the

537
538

Earlier in this book, Procopius mentioned the shrine of the Sibyl (V.xiv.3).

V.xxiv.29, for it was fated that at that time someone should be appointed king over the Romans, and
thenceforth Rome have no longer any Gothic peril to fear.

39V xxiv.35, the Sibyl does not invariably mention events in their order, much less construct a well-
arranged narratve.
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Sibylline oracles with the fact he mentioned in other previous examples that the
interpretation of their words comes with time and experience:

N U 0 %eovos alTos ExBavtos on Tol mpayuaTos xal Tou Adyou é¢ meipay EAJoyTOS
G018 Toi Emous Soumvels vévorro...” "

Indeed, the words of the Sibyl can only be interpreted in the light of subsequent events,
rendering them slightly useless in terms of predicting the future, but much more
entertaining for the historian who, like Procopius, is in possession of the knowledge
needed to interpret them. The fact that Procopius claims to have read all the Sibylline
oracles is also an interesting aspect in this self-fashioning as an authority as it not only
hints at his erudition, but perhaps also at his knowledge of Latin (unless he had access
to a translation, but he does nevertheless quote the oracle in Latin).

The most entertaining occurrence of prophesying in Procopius’ work has to be
the enactment of prophecies which happens twice in Wars V. The first example in Wars
V.ix.2-7 is presented by Procopius with as much distance as possible, saying he gives it
no credit (éuol wev ol mora Aéyovres). In this anecdote, Theodatus is said to ask one of
the Hebrews to prophesy about the outcome of the present war. The Hebrew proceeds
with placing in different huts three groups of ten pigs that represent the Goths, the
Romans and the soldiers of the emperor. All the ‘Goth’ pigs apart from two die, almost
all of the ‘Roman soldier’ pigs survive and as for the ‘emperor’s soldiers’ pigs, they all
lost their hair but half of them survived. This is explained as meaning that the Romans
would defeat the Goths without too much loss for their army but with a loss of their
possessions as represented by their loss of hair. As a result, Theodatus does not feel
prepared to enter a struggle with Belisarius. This enactment with pigs seems quite

comical and less traumatic than the other example in Wars V.xx.1-4 where children are

1t is only time itself, after the event has already come to pass and the words can be tested by

experience, that can show itself an accurate interpreter of her sayings.
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enacting a prophecy. The children in question are Samnites who are pasturing flocks
and decide to play a game of ‘pretend wars’, surely inspired by the ongoing war. Two of
the children, who are particularly strong, engage in a wrestling game. One is chosen to
represent Belisarius and the other one stands for Vittigis. The ‘Belisarius’ boy wins and
as a punishment, the other children decide to hang the ‘Vittigis’ boy from a tree.
However, a wolf arrives and the children all flee, leaving the boy to die. The Samnites
are said to understand the meaning of this event: [...]7a &yunesovra SuuBatovres vinnaey
xard xodros Behiadoiov imyueilovro...”* . Procopius does not comment at all on the cruelty
of the game, nor does he try to explain the extraordinary aspect of the event as an omen.
This type of enactment reminds us of one in Tacitus’ Germania where the Germans
pick a prisoner from the tribe with which they are at war and make him fight in order to
find out the outcome of the war:

Ejus gentis cum qua bellum est captivum quoquo modo interceptum cum electo

popularium suorum, patriis quemque armis, committunt. Victoria hujus vel illius

pro praejudicio accipitur.5
With both the example of the Hebrews and their pigs, of the Samnite children, as well
as with the Germania example, there is also an element of ethnographical interest in

representing barbarian customs of prophesying which appear to be different from the

Roman ones (mentioned earlier in the discussion of omens).

Oracles as word-play show the linguistic difficulties of interpretation, with

expressions like the ‘unbearded general’ or the ‘clothes of Augustus’ causing

My xx.4, [...] divining the meaning of the incident, they declared that Belisarius would conquer

decisively.

42 Tacitus, Germania X (translation Church and Brodribb, 1942), having taken, by whatever means, a
prisoner from the tribe with whom they are at war, they pit him against a picked man of their own tribe,
each combatant using the weapons of their country. The victory of the one or the other is accepted as an
indication of the issue.

205



Envisioning Byzantium

misunderstanding. The Sibylline oracles go further in showing the difficulties of
interpretation as it does not appear solely on a linguistic level but also on a greater scale
as its narrative is shown to be deficient in its organisation. Prophecies as role-playing,
presented as very simplistic forms of divination — and perhaps barbaric, even more than
barbarian, in the case of the Samnite children sacrificing one of their own in their game
— also form a type of narrative told through play-acting, performed visually without

words.

Dreams and visions

One could say that dreams are spectacles themselves, and that in itself makes
them part of Procopius’s narrative strategy which prioritises visual representation above
all. Dreams also seem to always appear as if surrounded by a margin, detached from the
narrative in space and time, as a sort of floating icon. In an article considering the
evolution of dreams in ancient historiography, Pelling®* uses the classification between
ancient and modern dreams established by Simon Price and Freud himself which states
that ancient dreams were practically equivalent to visions and were often a message
coming from outside, whereas modern dreams were coming from inside the individual,
reflecting his psychological state. He states that there is a progression in ancient
historiography between the two, with on one side Herodotus, and Livy in Latin, with
dreams revealing something objective about the cosmos, and on the other side, when the
focus shifts to the humans later, and psychology plays a greater part with authors like
Tacitus, Virgil or Plutarch. But in those later dreams, the role of the psychological

remains hesitant and enigmatic, an aspect which allows him to compare this hesitation

% Pelling (1997), 197-213.
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to the one hesitation inherent to the fantastic genre as described by Todorov’**. With
that in mind, let us see some Procopian dreams, whether they seem to come from inside

or outside, and whether they show that same hesitation.

Prophetic messages and epiphany dreams

In Wars 11.xiii.22, during the siege of Dara, an anthropomorphic figure appears
outside the walls to taunt the Romans. Procopius refers to it as eite avowmnos Wy eite T
aAho avIpwmov xgeicaov. He or it collects the weapons which the Romans had discharged
outside the walls (ta BeAy EuAAéyor amep éx ToU Teiyous Pwuaior odivw mpotepoy émi Tovg
evoyhotvras PagBagovs apixav), then seemed as if mocking and laughing at those on the
parapets (égeoyeAeiv e Tols v Tais émalbeat xai Ly yedwti TwIalay Edoxer). Finally the
mysterious figure delivers its serious message to the Romans, warning them to be
watchful and to take great care for their safety (¢/ra @eacas avrois Tov mavra Aoyoy
Evomyooéval TavTas éxileve xal ws évi wakiora Tis cwtnoias emueAcioIar). This is
obviously a vision that comes from an external source to deliver an important message,
but the origin of the message remains unknown as Procopius does not provide any more
information on this figure, and where it came from. Even though this belongs to the
classical type of external vision, it seems as if it could have to do with divine and
Christian providence, as the Romans, who were encouraged to dig a trench by this
event, end up discouraging Chosroes who abandons the siege.

This divine providence is nothing surprising as Procopius’s text presents many
examples of miracles of seemingly divine origin. In this case, we have a new

Christianised version of the ancient model of prophetic dreams. This is the case in Wars

> Todorov (1970), 29-30.
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I11.xxi.21 where Cyprian>* appears repeatedly in the dreams of the Libyans and tells
them not to worry after the destruction of his temple in Carthage by the Vandals, and
that he would get his revenge:

vaot Tov Kuvmpiavoy ovap émonybavra eavar aue’ altd ueovay tovs XploTiavous
. .. ~ 546
WHUTTA YTYal* auToy Y4 ol TEoioyToS ToU JpovoU TIuWEoY éTeadal.. .

Indeed, the Vandals are defeated in Decimum during the festival called the Cypriana.
The instant when the dream’s fulfilment appears clearly to the inhabitants - while they
are performing the service for the saint’s festival - happens at the same time as the
Vandals are being defeated:

T4 Te AUyva énaloy amavTa xal TV IEpldy EmeueAotvTo fmep alToic TeAsiodal TaiTa
’ 1% 1% o \ 1Y 13 ~ 3 ’ ” ) ’ 547
Youos, oUTw Te amadty a 01 TmeolAsyey ) ToU oveipou ois éyvawadm...

This example seems to be a very straightforward prophetic dream, with the message
delivered in a dream by a divine figure, a saint, and then events, which confirm the
message. This is a completely passive dream which does not involve any sort of
interpretation process or activity solicited from the dreamers (as opposed perhaps to the
dream previously mentioned where the Romans were encouraged to reinforce their
defences in the siege after a prophetic dream).

Another prophetic or epiphany dream which combines different generic and
ideological agenda is the one in Buildings 11.i1i.1-23. This work, as has been stated in
the first chapter of this thesis, presents a fascinating mixture of technical and
encomiastic writing. The passage itself is structured in the following way: first, a short

introduction followed by the account of the dream of the master-builder Chryses of

> Cyprian (died September 14, 258) is himself associated with dreams as he recalls a man’s dream in the
De Mortalitate XIX, and his biographer Pontius gives an account of Cyprian having a dream himself
foreshadowing his death happening a year later exactly from the dream in his Life of Cyprian XII.
Cyprian also mentioned his dreams in several letters (e.g. Letters 57, 16 and 39).

246 Cyprian, they say, often sent them a dream saying that there was not the least need for the Christians
to be concerned about him; for he himself as time went on would be his own avenger.

7 I1.xxi1.23, and they burned all the lamps and attended to the sacred festival just as is customary for
them to perform this service, and thus it was known to all what the vision of the dream was foretelling.
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Alexandria in ILiii.1-5, then, the simultaneous events at the palace, with Justinian
hearing of the disastrous flood in Dara, his discussion with the master-builders and his
own solution to the problem in I1.iii.6-9, then the decision made by Justinian and the
builders after hearing of Chryses’s dream in I1.iii.10-15 and finally the building of the
device described in an extensive technical excursus in I1.iii.16-23. The psychological
state of Chryses as he goes to bed is described as neoladyioas ", a participle with an
intensive prefix, which sets up a tense atmosphere before the epiphany dream. The latter
is a message delivered by something bigger and in other respects too great to resemble a
man (i¢ imeopuis Te xal T4 GMa xoeivowy 1§ avSedme eindleaSar)’®. This creature then
proceeds to give him prescriptions on how to build a certain device that would prevent
the river from flooding Dara again. Chryses immediately identifies this dream as a
message from God (xai 6 uév alrina Seiov imotomioas 6 medyua eivar)™ ", then sketches
the device and sends it to the emperor. Justinian in the meantime has received similar
news of the flooding and is just as upset and perturbed (&uvragagdzic xai meoidduvog)™" as
Chryses was. He then summons the master-builders Anthemius and Isidorus and
debates with them on how best to solve this problem. And this is where this passage
gets even more paradoxical:

Baaievs 0, Seing dpAovor émvoiag alTw yevousvys Tives, oumw Ta Xpvgou 10wy

VOUUUATE, ETEVOEl TE XAl ETHIGYVOAPEl AUTOYVWUOVNTAS X ToU Tagadobov 0 01 ToU
s 552 —
OVElOU ENTUTIWUA V...

The emperor does not receive a dream like Chryses, but has instead a sort of divine

inspiration (eias émvoiag) which makes him sketch the same device. The supernatural

9 ILiii.3.

¥ 1Liii4.

SO ILiii.5.

SUILiiL.7.

2 1Liii.8, but the Emperor, obviously moved by a divine inspiration which came to him, though he had
not yet seen the letter of Chryses, devised and sketched out of his own head, strange to say, the very plan
of the dream.
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aspect of this inspiration is further emphasised by the use of the term nagadobov. Three
days later, the emperor receives the letter and again summons the master-builders.
When he recounts what Chryses’s letter said, they are visibly astonished (xateoryoaro
airovs év Jaduar ueyidw) . This is obviously an appeal to the reader to identify with
the builders and share their amazement, but it goes even further as the result of this
thauma is to make them consider the emperor’s special relationship with God:

&V V@) ToloUuEYOUS ws amavTa 0 JE0s TUVOIaTedoaETal TG Padidel ToiTw Ta T
554
mohiteig Evvoigovta...

The repetition of the prefix suy/&vy, highlights this relationship between God and the
emperor and the demonstrative Tovre further points out how special this particular
emperor, Justinian, is. Finally the building of the dam is described in a very technical
excursus which educates the reader in how dams work. This example could perpetuate
the hypothesis that Procopius had been trained as an engineer’ ", or rather that he was
an avid reader of technical treatises, which is another possibility as he appears to be
well read. This dream seems to serve the rhetorical agenda of the Buildings perfectly as
it is an encomium based on Justinian’s building feats, which repeatedly points out his
special relationship with God. It is a fascinating example of political and religious
propaganda, which also demonstrates surprisingly detailed engineering and even

physical rules as it explains how forces apply themselves on a dam.

553 77+
ILiii.13.

% Idem, as they considered how God becomes a partner with this Emperor in all matters which will

benefit the State.

>3 As claimed by Howard-Johnston (2000) and discussed by me in chapter 3.
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Hallucinations and visions

The distinction between dreams and visions can seem blurred sometimes,
particularly in the case of epiphany dreams*®. But in Procopius, visions do not seem to
belong to the epiphany or external type of dreams, but rather to the internal type which
pertains to the dreamer’s psychological state, rather than an external authority figure
conveying a message. Procopius’s account of the plague in Constantinople in Wars
II.xxii is renowned as a first-hand report of the disaster, a report which has been seen to
emulate Thucydides’ own account of the plague in Athens during the Peloponnesian
war. But Procopius, as opposed to Thucydides, talks at length on the hallucinations and
dreams, which very often preceded the illness. He first describes the visions of the sick
in IL.xxii.10:

paocuata daipovwy moAAoic & maoay avdewmov iéay eI, 000l T AUTOIS

TaQATITTOIEY, TIAIETIal QOVTO TTE0S ToU EVTUYOVTOS avdpos oTY TagaTuxol ToU TWuaTos,
. - 557
aua TE TO QATUA TOUTO EWPWY Xal Tf Voo auvTia AigrovTo.

The apparitions are referred to as gaouata dawovwy, and this clearly attracts our
attention as the Secret History is centred around the idea that Justinian is the prince of
demons (this part of the Wars was probably written well before the Secret History
however). This vision is interesting because of its physical aspect, as not only do the
sick see the demons, but they also feel themselves hit by them in their bodies, and this is

felt locally as omy suggests. This vision is not the usual type of external vison and these

%% Cf. Veyne (1987) 385, Cest dire que certains messages (la présence d’un dieu rendue sensible par
son aspect, ses paroles, ou par le miracle qu’il accomplit en son épiphanie) sont tels, qu’il n’importe plus
de savoir si le médium est un réve, ou des yeux et oreilles de chair, si [’on est éveillé ou si l’on dort. Dans
["ordinaire des réves quotidiens, on ne se soucie pas de distinguer le contenant et le contenu, au
contraire : le réve n’étant pas la veille, ce que I’on y voit est irréel ; en revanche si l’on réve d’'un dieu, le
réve n’est plus qu’un contenant, par lequel pénétre le dieu en personne, une sorte de canal de télévision,
comme le pensaient les épicuriens.

STI1Lxxii. 10, apparitions of supernatural beings in human guise of every description were seen by many
persons, and those who encountered them thought they were struck by the man they had met in this or
that part of the body, as it happened, and immediately upon seeing this apparition they were seized also
by the disease.
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demons are not messengers, but they seem more to reflect the psychological and
physical state of the sick. Procopius does make a distinction between dream and vision
however, as he later describes in the dream variant of this:

TIg1 0¢ oly oUTws 0 Aoiwog émeyiveto, alA oy oveipou iDovTes TaUTO TolTo MO TOU

EMITTAYTOS TIATYE £0030UVY, T AOYOU AXOUELY TPoAéyovTos a@iTiy 6Tt 07 & TV

reSumouévay Tov GoitSudy dvéypantor efev...>>
This time the demonic creatures not only do the same as the ones appearing in visions,
but they also address themselves (mgoAéyovtog) to the sick and announce to them that
they are about to die. This, on the other hand, could be seen as prophetic, and the plague
demons could be some sort of messengers, but one wonders whom they could have
been sent by. It is clear that the focus here is really on the psychological aspect of the
dream, as the reaction of the people affected by these hallucinations is described in a
very pathetic manner as they either turn to superstition and exorcism, or isolate
themselves, growing paranoid when their friends and families knock at the door, taking
them for the demons. Overall, one cannot deny that these visions give a supernatural
aspect to Procopius’s account of the plague, but they also allow him to depict the fragile
state of mind of people affected by sickness, between terror and paranoia. This is also a
way of materialising the idea of the disease by representing it as an evil entity, and of
‘giving it a face’.

Indeed, paranoia is a direct factor of hallucinations as we can see in another

example of a vision which expresses an internal anxiety . In Wars VIILxx.13-14, the

king of the Varni has a strange encounter with a bird:

¥ [Lxxiii.13, but in the case of some the pestilence did not come on in this way, but they saw a vision in

a dream and seemed to suffer the very same thing at the hands of the creature who stood over them, or
else to hear a voice foretelling to them that they were written down in the number of those who were to
die.

3% On anxiety dreams, see Lucretius IT1.1020-1025 for a classical perspective and for modern typologies
of dreams, see Busink and Kuiken (1996), Greenberg, Katz, Schwartz and Pearlman (1992), 531-550, and
Revonsuo (2000), 877-901.
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eite 0¢ ToU opvidos THs ewvis Euvels eite aro uéy T ééematauevos, Euveivar ¢ Tol
0ov130¢  UBYTEVOULEVOU TEQATEVTAUEYOS, TOIE Tragolaty eUXUs épaoncy w¢ TedvnEeTal
TeaTagdrovra Tuioals Uoregov.
This could seem like a prophetic vision, the bird being a messenger delivering
knowledge to the king - Procopius even refers to the bird as to0 sgvidos wavrevouévou,
giving the bird oracular abilities. But he offers two possibilities (ei7e ... eite); the first
one accepting the king’s claim of understanding the bird, the second being that he had
some other knowledge which allowed him to predict his death. The choice is left to the
reader as no more information is provided to point in either direction, whether
supernatural or rationalising. This tension between the two possibilities creates a
particular atmosphere in Procopius’s work. As for the conclusion of this supernatural
episode, the king then proceeds to give a speech announcing to all his last wishes, that is
for Radigis to give up on his betrothed and marry his stepmother. The king dies of
disease exactly forty days after the bird’s prophecy and the jilted betrothed of Radigis
launches into a vengeance expedition against the Varni. The fact that the death of the
king comes from a disease allows us to compare this vision to that of the plague demons
announcing death, and to see this as another anxiety vision associated with illness.
Aside from illness, one major source of anxiety dreams — a category which
extends to visions here — was guilt, particularly in the case of the apparition of the
dead’®'. This feeling of guilt, even if latent perhaps at first, is quite apparent in the
vision of Theoderic in Wars V.1.35-37. Theoderic has two men, Symmachus and

Boetius put to death on the basis of some unfounded slanders. Some days later he is

> VIIL.xx.14, and whether he really comprehended the bird’s voice, or, possessing some other

knowledge, simply made a mysterious pretence of comprehending the bird’s prophecy, he at any rate
immediately told those with him that he would die forty days later.

1 On guilt and dreaming of the dead, see Harris (2009), 59-60. He remarks that some of the great
classical depictions of dreams of the dead express feelings of guilt which are more or less latent in the
dreamer; starting with the example of Patroclus in //iad XXIII, and providing many examples, from the
theatre (the Eumenides, Sophocles’ Electra and Euripides’ Alcestis), to poetry (Propertius IV.7, Lucan
Pharsalia 111.8-35) and even Augustine De cura pro mortuis gerenda X.
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presented with the head of a great fish as he is dining. This head looks to him like the
head of the dead Symmachus (airy Oevdeoiyw &okey % xepal) Svuudyov veoreayoic) *2.
The use of the term vzoopayois here makes the picture even grimmer as this idea of
newly-slain can only evoke a disturbing picture. But this is not left to our imagination as
the head is then described with a great attention to detail:

\ ~ 1 2 ~ 2 1 14 b ’ ~ 1 b ~ /’ 2
xal Toic Uey 000UT1Y £ YETAOS TO XATwW Eumemyyort, Tois O0¢ opSaAuoic BAoougoy Ti &
e - N - 563
alToY xal pavinoy oo@aty, ameilolvTi of éml mAcioTOY EQel...

The expressiveness of the fish head is conveyed by its mouth and more specifically its
lips (6dolo1y és yeirog) as well as its eyes (opJaAuwoic). The resulting expression is
described strikingly with a pair of evocative adjectives, Broougdy and paviiy’®*
Theoderic is then said to be terrorised by this prodigy (réearoc)’® and goes to hide in his
bed, dying shortly thereafter. This vision could be seen as a psychological manifestation
of extreme guilt, an explanation which Procopius seems to point towards as he depicts
Theoderic weeping in guilt after this event: o és Suuayov e xai Boétiov aumotada

566
Exhaey

. But it could also be seen as some sort of divine retribution for his crimes,
which could explain the supernatural or prodigious aspect of this vision. Indeed, there is
more often than not that hesitation, described by Todorov in the case of fantastic
narratives, between the rational and the supernatural explanations. The fantastic resides

in the fact that this hesitation and tension cannot be solved. This tension is a striking

aspect which we will see in the final two examples of dreams.

*?V.i35.

%V 1.36, indeed, with its teeth set in its lower lip and its eyes looking at him with a grim and insane
stare, it did resemble exceedingly a person threatening him.

> This insane stare is used again to describe the faces of people suffering from starvation in Wars
VI.xX.25: dei 0 detvids T wavinoy éBAemov.

*V.i37.

°V.i38.
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The boat of the dead and a banquet of flowers

There are two dreams which particularly stand out for us in Procopius’s History
of the Wars. The first one is the legend of the boat of the dead in Wars VIII.xx.47-58.
According to this legend, the men living on the coast opposite the island of Brittia are
woken up in the middle of the night to row across to this island boats, which seem to be
empty, although they appear to be carrying some invisible burden. When they reach the
coast, a voice recites the names of the dead, and they depart back with lighter boats.
They also seem to be able to do the journey in one hour as opposed to a night and a day
as they usually would. From the beginning, the author points out the very unbelievable
aspect of the story:

2 ~ 1 ’ ~ c ’ 2 14 /’ b ’ ’ b 14

Evratda 0 wor yevousvw Tis ioTopias émavaynis oti Aoyou uvdodoyig éupepeaTaTou
o 567

emuymaIqyal...

It is interesting that he presents his telling of the story as a necessity, émavayxzs, but also
that he qualifies it of ‘uudodoyig éugegeoraros’. Myths are typically what he claims that
he wants to avoid, particularly in the Secret History’s prologue’®®. Procopius even goes
as far as to say it seemed to him to be entirely unbelievable (wor ovte mioTos To maganay
gdokev eivar), with the substantive maganay clearly emphasising this lack of
trustworthiness in this clause. To counterbalance this, his decision to include the story is
then justified by the fact that it was constantly (ae/) being told by countless men (avdp@y
avapiduwy) as if repetition and quantity of sources gave value to it. These many men are
first-hand sources who have done the thing themselves (adtovgyoi) and heard the words

with their own ears (avtyxoor). Finally, his most important motivation is that he did not

T VIILxx.47, since I have reached this point in the history, it is necessary for me to record a story which
bears a very close resemblance to mythology,.

8 Ndowna wr) wai wvSoroyias droizouar dskav: I fear that I will earn the reputation of being even the
narrator of myths, Secret History i.4.
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His detachment from this story is further emphasised by his use of these men as
narrators of the story, which is introduced with Aéy0us1”" and then concluded similarly
with the sentence taira udv odv of Tide dvSownor EuBaivery paciy’’ . He also ventures an
explanation for the supernatural story in VIII.xx.48, attributing it to some power of
dreams (&g oveipwy 0 Tiva duvau). It is all the more interesting since Bachelard explains
the attraction of this legend of the boat of the dead by what he calls ‘I’unité onirique’>’*.
This folkloric tale seems to be historically attested, and also seems to have had a
considerable literary progeny, at least according to Bachelard. The French philosopher
argued for its universal interest, but that would be too easy a way to explain Procopius’s
choice in recounting this legend, particularly at significant length. There is an obvious
tension here between his pseudo-rationalist pose — as in his attested refusal to record
myths - and how easily he includes legends like this one, simply resolving his
narratorial torment by using external narrators and professing his disbelief. As part of
his narrative strategy, the interest of this tale can be seen on different levels. As part of

the digression on Brittia, it provides a respite from the narration of the Gothic wars, and

also brings an element of mystery, which adds to the exoticism of his depiction of

9 VII1.xx.47, lest I gain a lasting reputation for ignorance of what takes place there.

70 Wars VIILxx.48.
S VIILxx.58, this, then, is what the men of this country say takes place,.

72 Tel est le cas de la légende du bateau des morts, légende aux mille formes, sans cesse renouvelée
dans le folklore. P. Sébillot donne cet exemple: ‘La légende du bateau des morts est ['une des premiéres
qui aient été constatées sur notre littoral: elle y existait sans doute bien avant la conquéte romaine, et au
Sixieme siécle Procope la rapportait en ces termes: Les pécheurs et les autres habitants de la Gaule qui
sont en face de l’ile de Bretagne sont chargés d’y passer les ames, et pour cela exempts de tribut. Au
milieu de la nuit, ils entendent frapper a leur porte; ils se lévent et trouvent sur le rivage des barques
étrangeres ou ils ne voient personne, et qui pourtant semblent si chargées qu’elles paraissent sur le point
de sombrer et s élévent d'un pouce a peine au dessus des eaux; une heure suffit pour ce trajet, quoique,
avec leurs propres bateaux, ils puissent difficilement le faire en I’espace d’une nuit.” Emile Souvestre a
repris ce récit en 1836. preuve qu’'une telle légende sollicite sans cesse I’expression littéraire. Elle nous
intéresse. C’est un théme fondamental qui pourra se couvrir de mille variations. Sous les images les plus
diverses, les plus inattendues, le théme est assuré de sa consistance parce qu’il posséde la plus solide des
unités: ’unité onirique. Bachelard (1942).
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Brittia. Its mention of the power of dreams also links it to the many occurrences of
dreams in his work. But as a dream itself, it is special because it affects numerous
people at once, when a dream is essentially a personal experience, and because of its
life-like quality, which paints it as a sort of vivid vision, maybe a sort of mass
hallucination.

It is very rare in ancient texts for an author to describe his own dreams. Very
few occurrences exist’ >, the most famous example perhaps being those of Aelius
Aristides””". Procopius describes one dream of his in Wars 111.12, which he had shortly
before he was about to embark on an expedition with Belisarius against the Vandals.
From the beginning, this dream is presented as an auspicious sign:

’ \ 1 / / A} /7 b 1 2 ’ > 1 ¢/ (3}
TIOOTEQOY WLEV XAl UAAG HATOQEWONTAS TOV XivOuvoy, oYty O ovelpou IDwY UoTeQoy 1)
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Procopius provides us here with his original state of mind before this dream, using the
adjective xatogowdyoas reinforced by the adverb uala, emphasising strongly his fear, as
this adjective is stronger than other adjectives of fear used by Procopius’’®. The use of
oYy is also interesting as it might point out the vivid quality of his dream which seems
to have been seen by him physically, with his own eyes. As for the propitious aspect, it
is announced by the verbs Sagsijoar and wounoev, which show a complete change in the
author’s attitude, contrasting his previous hesitation with their energy and dynamism.

The narrative of the dream then follows, starting with the setting: he seemed to be in

373 plato Phaedrus TV.60e-61b, Pliny Letters 111, V and IV.

> Aelius Aristides describes many of his dreams, some in his Orations (e.g. xxvii.2), and many in his
Sacred Tales. On Aclius Aristides, see Harris and Holmes (2008), Downie (2009), 263-269 and Petsalis-
Diomidis (2010).

B ILxii.3, now previously he had been exceedingly terrified at the danger, but later he had seen a vision
in his sleep which caused him to take courage and made him eager to go on the expedition.

>76 Refer to the first part of chapter 4 for a study of the vocabulary of fear in Procopius.
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Belisarius’ house (£05xer yao év 16 dvelpw elvar uév év 1§ Behoaoiov oixig)’’’. Then, one
servant comes in announcing some men who have come bearing gifts. These men are
not provided with an identity and simply referred to as ‘twes d@oa @épovres’™"". There is
no clue that could provide a lead on their identity, nor is there anything that could lead
us to think they are supernatural entities. Procopius represents himself as being rather
active in this dream as he then depicts Belisarius giving him the order to go and
investigate the nature of these gifts (BeAigagiov daoxoncizgSar xelevery avrov omoia, mote ey

> Up until now, everything seems fairly normal in the dream, as this could

Ta 0@oa)
just be an ordinary scene of everyday life with Belisarius, aimed perhaps at showing the
author’s privileged relationship to the great general. Procopius does indeed investigate

and witness the following:

1 b 1 b ~ 4 /7 » > ~ e\ b 1 ~ » ~
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This dream continues to be very life-like and following normal rules in terms of space
and time, with Procopius now being found in the courtyard (év 7 uetaiAw). The fact
that there is no confusion or strangeness so far could perhaps signal that this is not a
real dream®™'. Again, Procopius stresses the autoptic quality of this dream with the
infinitive 2siv. And we finally find out what these gifts are, that is, some earth with its
flowers. The fact that this is carried on the men’s shoulders sounds perhaps fairly
impractical, but the striking element here is the flowers, av3ssi. Flowers are an

important part of the Procopian imaginaire and they appear to serve several purposes.

T 1ILxii.4.

ST8 14

79 14

%14, [...] and he went out into the court and saw men who carried on their shoulders earth with the
flowers and all.

> Harris (2009), 101-107, debates this problematic lack of confusion and strangeness in some ancient
narratives of dream, pointing to their fictitiousness.
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There are the metaphorical flowers which the marbles in Hagia Sophia evoke, as they

582

are compared to a meadow in full bloom™ . Meadows themselves are also represented

583

in landscapes both in the Buildings and the Wars ™. There is also the idea of poikilia

which appears repeatedly”®’

. The choice of the flowers is therefore interesting here
because of its metatextual implication as the flowers can be literary flowers, as in an
anthology, and the poikilia can be that of the meadow but also that of the rich and
varied style of Procopius. The dream then continues in the same naturalistic manner, as
the author, or rather the character Procopius, gives orders for the men to come into the
house and deposit the earth in the portico (év 7@ mgoorww), continuing with the precise

spatial continuum of the dream’®

. This is when Belisarius reappears, accompanied by
some guards (dogugogors) and the dream itself lurches into strange territory:

b ’ ’ b ~ ~ ’ 1 A v 2 ’ ~ v 2 1
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Belisarius is represented reclining (xataxAiveadai) as if at a dinner-party or banquet,
except he is lying on a pile of dirt, and he is eating flowers. Not only that, but he
encourages the others to do the same. The others, presumably including Procopius,
comply and these are their impressions:

’ ’ A4 ’ (24 b 1 /’ ¢ ~ ~ 1
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The earth appears to be comfortable as it is compared to a couch (wonzg émi oriSados)
and as for the flowers, they are now being referred to as food (Bp@av) and even said to

taste sweet (7dsiav.) This strange natural banquet closes the dream, of which Procopius

>%2 See chapter 1 on the ekphrasis of Hagia Sophia.

>3 See chapter 2 on idyllic landscapes.

S84 E.g. Wars IlL.xxv.7, Wars VII1.1.2, Buildings 1.1.60, Buildings 1.iii.18.

% Lxii.5.

% 1d., [...] and he himself reclined on that earth and ate of the flowers, and urged the others to do
likewise.

*71d.,[...] and as they reclined and ate, as if upon a couch, the food seemed to them exceedingly sweet.
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does not offer an explanation, nor why it gave him courage. It is fairly obvious
considering its narrative aspect — as opposed to a real dream with no spatial or temporal
cohesion - that this is either completely fictitious or at least that it has been remodelled
to form a coherent narrative. The fact that it features floral imagery, as well as showing
Procopius as very close to Belisarius, and its overall agenda of validating the Vandalic
expedition clearly demonstrate that this is a well thought-out and elaborate narrative
embedded within the Wars, which echoes other crucial passages in his entire work,
particularly with the mention of flowers. The inclusion of the dream may also point to

the interest for dreams and dream-interpretation in late antiquity™*".

I treated dreams and visions together in this part as the ancients did, and instead
tried to use a classification based on whether they were coming from an outside source,
such as some divinity, or from the inside, from the characters’ psyche. Prophetic dreams
and apparitions represented the special relationship between the Roman army and god
in the example of the siege of Dara, as well as between the inhabitants of Cypriana and
their patron saint. Both examples showed a kind of Christian providence. Similarly in
the case of Justinian and Chryses’ dream in the Buildings there is an insistence on the
special relationship between the emperor and god. Although Christian, these examples
all function like classical epiphany dreams, where a divine entity appears to deliver a
message to the dreamer. There are however occurrences of one might call ‘modern’
psychological dreams in Procopius; for example the demons of the plague could be said
to embody the anxiety caused by illness, or the prophetic bird appearing to the Varni

king could also be related to anxiety. The hallucination of Theoderic with its morbid

>%8 For the interpretation of dreams in late antiquity, see Miller (1994)
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fish head is stemming from murderous guilt — a classical trope. These visions are all
striking images and add another layer to the representation of visuality and viewing in
Procopius. Viewing is not all about aesthetic and intellectual pleasures — such as with
sightseeing — but it can also be a chilling and ominous experience. Finally, the last two
examples in this chapter stand apart in that they perhaps do not fit either the prophetic
or psychological categories. The boat of the dead stands apart thanks to its eeriness, and
its anthropological interest; because of the fact that it affects a whole people, it could be
seen as a study of the imaginaire of their culture. As for Procopius’s dream, its function
seems particularly interesting. Indeed, it does not particularly contribute to the narrative
of the Wars but it is essential in the author’s self-representation. The fact that Procopius
talks about himself and his psychological state is very non-classical, but it creates a
climate of intimacy with the reader, as well as representing his own intimacy with
Belisarius. The dream itself is very unlikely to be a real dream, as it is not fragmented
and follows a logical narrative pattern. The image of the banquet of flowers is

interesting because of its — perhaps metatextual — symbolism.

Chapter Conclusion

The collection of thaumata in Procopius’ corpus features a great variety of
wonders of all kinds; some ethnographical, some natural phenomena, and many
apparitions of mysterious figures. As for omens and oracles like the Sibyl, they attract
attention to linguistic importance in their textual manifestation, and in their visual
manifestation they seem to produce a vocabulary of images, even a repertoire. It is in

the different expressions of the supernatural and marvellous that we get closer to
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grasping the imaginaire of Procopius. Indeed, while reading him one feels at times like
touring a cabinet of curiosities which shows his debt to authors like Herodotus and
periegetic writers, but there is something to be said about some of the unique, vibrant
images which populate his work. There is something equally eerie in the depiction of
the boat entering the bay and anchoring on its own in Buildings 1, similar to the boat of
the dead in Wars VIII, and Justinian pacing in his palace at night without his head.
There is really no rupture in the imagery of the demonology of the Secret History and
the rest of the work with its various occurrences of the supernatural. That is not to say,
however, that Procopius believed in demons, as some scholars have affirmed’®, but it is
true that the supernatural seems to be the place where he chooses to represent himself;
at times as a sceptic narrator reluctant to believe in the irrational, at other times as an
enthralled spectator of exotic curiosities, and finally as an actor in a strange paradoxical
vision where flowers offer sustenance. Whether Procopius is any of them, none of them

or a mixture, it is up to the reader to see.

> Most recently, Treadgold (2007), 224.
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CONCLUSION

The first half of this thesis has shown Procopius’s interest in representing all
things material, from buildings, to gardens, to jewellery. Through this he painted a
detailed and vivid picture of the Byzantine emperor during Justinian’s reign. This
representation has been taken rather seriously by modern scholarship, even if it appears
that it is a literary image first and foremost, drawing often from earlier literature as
opposed to aiming for constant realism. The emphasis on the technical appears to be
principally a source of enargeia in Procopius’s descriptions of buildings or siege-
engines, as they provide many details to help the reader see the thing described, but are
not so technical that the words or concept explained are not easily understood by him.

There is also an encyclopaedic aspect to the representation of the material world,
which stems from the details given as well as the variety of objects and themes
broached as well as the use of lists, which create the appearance of a ‘world’ of
knowledge. Through this, Procopius’s own rhetorical representation as a man of
expertise and knowledge is also efficiently conveyed. Furthermore, there is a material
texture, or even a tangibility or tactility, to the text itself, which I aimed to demonstrate
by looking closely at the language of Procopius. In the first chapter, I discussed the idea
of ‘thereness’ which materiality provides this work with. This idea also questions the
relationship between image and text, as well as the efficiency of language as a mode of

representation.

The idea of representation segues into the importance of visuality and viewing in

Procopius. This is not something that Procopian scholarship has ever focussed on, as
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one major scholar once argued that ‘his mind did not naturally turn to the visual>>.
There is an emphasis on the autoptic at times, as often Procopius represents himself
watching something or insists on getting knowledge from sources who saw it first-hand,
which could be said to echo Herodotus™"'. The act of viewing itself is represented in a
variety of ways in this text, but it is its performance or spectacular aspect, which are
particularly striking. Viewing is not monolithic in Procopius but is a very rich and
ambivalent concept. On the one hand, there is a mode of viewing which is presented in
very positive terms as a cultivated, sophisticated, and intellectual activity. This is the
case of looking at art, or technology, but also of looking at symbolic images. It is a very
active way of viewing, involving a level of knowledge and mastery.

At the opposite end of the spectrum there is the act of viewing in its hubris, like
with the shark in love with the sight of the pearl who neglects the necessities of life, just
as with Justinian watching over the Empire and neglecting food and sleep. This is an
all-consuming and erotic gaze. There are also modes of viewing which provoke
negative feelings such as fear, unease or disgust, provoked by images of mutilated
bodies or unnatural fish (the putrid fish of bad omen and the fish head resembling the
dead Symmachus). Procopius uses images to set off a reaction from the reader, perhaps
even some thinking. An example of this could be the way in which clothes and bodies
are represented in ways that question ideas of self-presentation and the fragility of
human identity. Finally, there is one last type of viewing which is interesting in
Procopius: aporetic viewing. It is a passive way of viewing where one is overwhelmed

and fails to control his eyes.

3% Cameron (1984), 231.
> Hartog (1988), 261 shows how autopsy works as a marker of truth in Herodotus.
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In the introduction, I mentioned how Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Heliodorus’
novel could be said to show an extension of the ekphrastic vividness from set-pieces to
the whole work themselves, and that something similar was at play in Procopius. I
demonstrated in the first half of my thesis how the singular descriptions of the material
world — ranging from many pages like Hagia Sophia, or a line for a mountain or river —
were made to bring the objects described in front of the reader’s eye, using a variety of
means, such as precise technical details, evocation of movement and use of metaphor, in
order to produce enargeia. In the second half, I looked at the themes of violence and the
supernatural as contaminated by this aesthetic of hyper-vividness and spectacularity.

Another aspect of Procopius’ style that appears prominent throughout the
examples discussed in this thesis is his use of poikilia and variety. Poikilia can be seen
as the dazzling richness in minute details competing for the reader’s attention, and I
pointed out that Procopius himself uses this word in some of his descriptions, often to
refer to variety in colours. There were also many examples of comparisons between art
and nature as well as floral imagery. As for the way Procopius uses variety, it appears as
a combination of iteration with variation, and play on combinations of words and ideas
in various ways. This can be seen in particular in his descriptions of landscapes and the
way he plays with similar ideas and words to create a variety of different images, but it
could be said of buildings or omens. This dissertation has often presented examples in
the shape of lists in a way that aimed to mirror Procopius’s own aesthetic. Indeed, his
style often turns to enumeration, as well as exaggeration, particularly when trying to
persuade his audience or instill emotions — such as when he lists the evils caused by

Justinian in the Secret History.
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Another aim of this dissertation was to try to read Procopius with attention to
authors writing closer to him in time in the imperial period, and particularly authors of
the Second Sophistic. This was partly a reaction to previous scholarship which
presented him as classicising to the extreme and that often read him alongside
Xenophon and Thucydides. It is undeniable that Procopius has a great debt towards
them, as well as Homer and Herodotus, but there are many authors who wrote between
them and the Sixth century who might have influenced him and his style. As this was
only a secondary aim, I am aware that I did not fully do justice to this programme and
that there are still probably many parallels between Procopius and Second Sophistic
authors in particular that could be found. On a thematic level, there were many concerns
of Procopius that seemed to reflect that of authors of that period, for example, the use of
technical knowledge as a rhetorical tool and the importance of constructing an image of
expertise, which is something that appeared in chapters 1, 2, and 3, regarding subjects
such as architecture, geography and engineering. I also found that the representation of
violence as a spectacle, particularly in gruesome anatomical details, was reminiscent of
Second Sophistic concerns with the violation of the body and its relationship with
identity. These depictions could be put in parallel with Galen’s vivid performances, but
also with Neronian literature’s emphasis on bodily violence. Closer to Procopius in
time, there is also a wide range of Christian literature which represents the spectacle of
physical martyrdom.

On a smaller scale, there were also stylistic echoes, whether using exactly the
same expression, or the same image in slightly different terms which might or might not
have been accidental. Some of this can be attributed to issues of genre, and a good

example of this would perhaps be the comparison of the coastline to a necklace echoing
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Aclius Aristides’ praise of Smyrna, or reminiscences of Pausanias when discussing
stones. There are also many similarities to Arrian, whom Procopius had visibly read and
potentially taken as a source. Another author who might or might not have been read by
Procopius is Philostratus, and there were at least two images that were found in both
writers, one was the choral dance and the other the mountain reaching into the sky. It is
difficult to draw conclusions from many of the parallels I have seen linguistically.

One author whose relationship to Procopius would be an interesting one to
pursue is Heliodorus. Procopius and Heliodorus appear to have a few things in
common; for example, the ethnographical flavour of some of their writing and their
inspiration from Herodotus, but also the interest in etymology. I also found some
linguistic parallels, for example the same expression was used when Procopius
mentions the first daylight smiling through Hagia Sophia’s dome and at the beginning
of Heliodorus’ novel. Another novel author whom I compared to Procopius was
Achilles Tatius and I compared in quite a detailed manner how both of them described
the feeling of aesthetic apora induced by the sight of Hagia Sophia and the city of
Alexandria. I would like to think that Procopius knew of the novels and had read at least
one, and he must have known the format well enough, as it is arguable that chapters 1 to

392 \ith themes

5 of the Secret History follow the ‘“travel-adventure-love formula
inherited from the novel of separations, trials, near-death and reunion.

I am not in a position where I can state with certainty which Second Sophistic
authors Procopius might have read or not. But by focussing on the visual qualities of his

prose, it appears obvious that Procopius is not just a conservative classicising Byzantine

author who looked to his classical models as if there had been no literature between

%92 Adshead (1993), 7 as well as Evans (1975)105-109.
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their period and his, but that his work reflects trends in literature like poikilia that
started to pick up particularly during the Hellenistic period™”> and onwards.
Furthermore, his classicising is not strict imitation, but rather a play with classical
tropes, in a similar way to which Second Sophistic authors played with those same
tropes. Many aspects of his text distinguish him as late antique, from themes and topics
— like demons, Christian miracles, and imperial propaganda — to more structural
phenomena — such as his strong narratorial presence as a historian which goes as far as
recalling his own dream, as well as the hybridity and generic exhuberance of his works.
The latter are typical of late antique and Byzantine literature and its rich texture and
could be said to be a feature of material culture as well. One may think for example of
the cup in the treasury of San Marco with its flesh-toned classical figures on a dark
glass background which evoke red-figure vase painting on a cup typical of Byzantine

594

1™ century)™*.

glassware of this period (10" to 1

> On the strive for poikilialpolueideia as literary diversity in Hellenistic literature, see Gutzwiller (1981)
8.
%% See Kalavrezou-Maxeiner (1985).

228



Envisioning Byzantium

CODA:

BYZANTINE LITERATURE, EKPHRASIS AND POIKILIA

The textured and colourful style used by Procopius which this dissertation has
aimed to expose continued to be adopted by Byzantine writers long after him. Indeed,
other writers of sophisticated prose come to mind for their use of poikilia and their
interest in creating powerful, vivid, literary images. Anna Comnena, writing an epic
history of the reign of her father Alexius Comnenus, offered throughout her text a
genuine gallery of portraits; ekphrases of characters who appeared to be described in the
manner of paintings or statues. A particularly striking instance is that of Maria of

Alania, the mother of her betrothed Constantine Ducas:

xal yap M edugnns wev Ty phixiay radamepel xumaoITTOS, Aunn) 0 TO Tloua WoEl
2iwy, ToTwWTOY HUNAoy ey oUx amapTiCoy, To Ot yodua O1'oAou avdos Mooy 4 podoy
éiwmgug Tag 0¢ Ty émx,cim)z/ alyas Tl’g dv&ga’mwv é&eimol; opotc &ﬂsgavem'mfzia xal
mxgmy, /B)LEM‘IAGL xagmrov é’wygaupou UEY ow ZEIQ Ta4 TOY AvIEwy ﬁoMamg EUIUNTATO
zgwy,am, ormm wgat ety ele'am, T0 0¢ T')yg 50&0'1)\130; xaANog ;{al ';7 em)\aunowa,
aUTy yagis xal To TV NIV émaywyoy Te nal elymol Umep Aoyoy xal Téxymy épaiveTo-
oux ’Arr&)\)vﬁg, ov (Dez&'ag 0U0¢ IS TV ayaluaTomol®dy To100ToY moTe ﬂagﬁm'yev
ayaua. ;{al N Wey ‘mg Togyotis )tegoa)w )uA%z/g ef av&gwm)v Toug ongmg 5770151, ws
)\57/&7@1, T'iyy 0¢ l&uv G i 6a3t§ouaav M altpmg Uﬂam’taaag Eneymyel Te xal éml
TalTol oynuaTos, ép’ @ ETuyey v, iTTaTo évvess, ws apnefodal TyvixaiTa doxely xal
Yugmy xnai davoiay. avalroyay yap ToialTyy weA@y xail peply, Tol olov meos Ta wépn
xal TOUTWY TPoS TO OAoY, 0UDEIS 0UOETIw TolauTny év avdpwmols @iloxalois éoaoiiov.
ayauwa euduyoy xal avdpwmors piloxalois Eoaouioy.
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For her stature was as willowy as a cypress, her complexion white as snow, and
her face both oval and its colouring truly that of a spring flower or a rose. As for
the sparkle of her eyes, what mortal could describe it? Her eyebrows were
arched and of a fiery colour, her eyes of a blueish grey. Certainly the hand of a
painter has imitated many times the colours of flowers which grow in various
seasons, but the beauty of the empress, her dazzling grace and the allure and
charm of her manners appeared beyond art and speech; neither Apelles or
Phidias, nor any sculptors ever produced a statue of such superiority. The
Gorgon’s head is said to have turned its spectators to stone, but anyone who
saw the empress walking or encountered her unexpectedly, he would stare at her
open-mouthed, rooted on the spot, dumbfounded, so much so that it he appeared
to have been deprived of mind and intelligence. And such harmony there was to
her limbs and each part of her, and from the whole to the parts, and from these
to the whole, that has never been seen so perfect in a mortal body. She was a
breathing statue, a ravishment for lovers of beauty.””
There is much of interest which could be discussed in this passage, but to
look only at themes and techniques which have been examined in this dissertation, a
few in particular stand out. There is obviously the use of colours and play on lights —
with adyas and émAaumnovoa — and the many comparisons to nature, with the cypress, the
snow, and the flowers. Another layer is added to the natural metaphor by referring to the
painter who copies the variety of colours in flowers; an actual painter as opposed to
Procopius’ image of nature as a painter painting flowers in many colours>*®. The whole
ekphrasis is a constant play between art and nature, as Maria of Alania’s beauty is
beyond what painters and sculptors can achieve, but she is also said to be a breathing
statue and her description has a definite pictural and sculptural tone. The Gorgon
comparison is also particularly vivid; first, because this is not one that is expected, as
the Gorgon can be said to be equally repulsive, particularly with her mane of snakes, as

she is enthralling, whereas Maria of Alania was a famous beauty in her time. But the

parallel between the two is organised around the idea of aesthetic aporia just as the one

95 Anna Comnena IILii.4. Translation is mine.
>% Buildings 1.1.60.
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Procopius uses in his description of Hagia Sophia. It is also a powerful depiction of
aporia, taking into account both its literal meaning, as the viewer cannot seem to move,
as well as a more rhetorical meaning, as he cannot speak or even think. The rhetorical
trope of the object of a description being impossible to describe is itself used several
times in the description of Maria, for example in the rhetorical question asking who
could ever describe the brillance of her eyes, or the simple statement that her beauty and
overall demeanour were beyond speech, as well as art.

And finally, there is what could be almost an architectural or structural
concern in the description of the harmony of her parts, and the relation between those
parts and the whole. This harmony is a very common concern of rhetoric whereby a
speech is like a body, requiring harmony between its various parts, and obviously also
one of architecture and art. But in Procopius and Anna Comnena, the harmony of parts
strives not to be artificial or too geometrical, and due to their use of poikilia and a style
full of amplification, there is an organic quality to their works which appear like
meadows of various literary flowers. There are many more ekphraseis in Anna
Comnena’s text, and outside of those set-pieces, her text presents the same ekphrastic
feel as Procopius’s, and takes a similar aesthetic of hyper-visuality to the next level.

There is much which still remains to be said about Byzantine prose
literature, and in a period which saw such a wealth of fascinating art and architecture, it
seems that looking at the depiction of material reality in texts and the complex
relationship between visuality and textuality can only be a worthwhile and rewarding

endeavour.
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APPENDIX: A PLAN OF BUILDINGS 1

Hagia Sophia (20-78).

The statue of the Augustaeum (1-12); Saint Irene (13-14); the hospices of
Samson of Isodorus and of Arcadios (14-17); countless churches dedicated to

Christ (18-19).

Churches of the Virgin: The Blachernae (3-5) Pege (6-8); their situation (9), the
church of the Virgin at the Hieron (10); Saint Anne of the Deuteron (11-12);
Saint Zoe at the Deuteron (13); Saint Michael (14-18).

Apostles: Saints Peter and Paul of Hormisdas, Saints Sergius and Bacchus (1-8);
the Holy Apostles, with discovery of the relics (9-24); several martyria (25-30).

Constantinople and its bay.

Saint Lawrence; the Blachernae (previously described); Saints Priscus and
Nicholas; Saints Cosmas and Damian (5-8, with healing of the emperor); Saint

Anthimus (9-14).

Saint Irene, at the Golden Horn, and the relics of the XL Martyrs, with healing
of Justinian (1-16).

After the Horn, the other two straits: the two churches of Saint Michael, at the
Anaplous (2-17 with a reference to the recently built Saint John the Baptist at the
Hebdomon) and on the other side at the Brochoi (18-19); another church of the

Virgin near Saint Michael of the Brochoi.
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Lix:  Not far from there, on the right bank of the Bosporus going towards the Black
Sea, the palace transformed into the monastery of the Metanoia for repenting
prostitutes (1-10); Saint Pantelaemon (11); hospice for lepers (12-13); Saint
Michael of the Hieron (13-14); Saint Tryphon in the city (15); the martyria of
Menas and Menaeus; Saint [a (16); conclusion on Justinian’s work on sacred

buildings and mention of the sanctuaries in the rest of the Empire (17-18).

I.x:  Secular buildings: introduction (1-2), propylaea of the Palace, Bronze Gate,
Baths of Zeuxippus and adjoining area (3), house of Hormisdas (4), Augustaeum

(5), Senate House (6-9), the Palace (10), the Chalke and its mosaics (11-20).
Lxi:  The Arcadianae, its statues, including Theodora’s (1-9), work on water supplies

(10-15), palaces at Hieron and Jucundianae (16-17), harbours at Hieron and

Eutropius (18-22), conclusion and mention of the hospice at Stadium (23-27).
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