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Justinian and Theodora


Shane Larson



Introduction: The Reign That Almost Put Rome Back Together

Every book about the fall of Rome ends on the same quiet, unanswered question. The last Western emperor, a boy with the almost comically grand name of Romulus Augustulus, is deposed in the year 476 and sent off to a comfortable retirement in Campania. The Senate ships the imperial regalia east to Constantinople with a note that says, in effect, the West no longer needs an emperor of its own. And there the story usually stops, leaving the reader standing at the graveside of the ancient world with a question hanging in the air that the book never gets around to answering.

What happened next?

The honest answer is one of the most dramatic reigns in all of recorded history, and almost nobody outside a university history department knows the first thing about it.

A Clerical Error, and the Man Who Meant to Correct It

Sixty years after Romulus Augustulus was pensioned off, the throne in Constantinople was occupied by a man who did not accept that Rome had fallen at all. To Justinian, the events of 476 were not the end of an empire. They were an administrative irregularity — a province temporarily mismanaged by barbarian caretakers who had no legal right to it — and he intended to correct the paperwork.

He was an unlikely person to attempt the impossible. He had been born a peasant in the Latin-speaking Balkans, the nephew of an illiterate soldier who had clawed his way up through the ranks of the palace guard to seize the throne himself. He had no royal blood, no aristocratic polish, and, by the accounts of people who knew him, no interest in the ordinary pleasures of power. What he had instead was an almost frightening capacity for work — contemporaries called him the emperor who never slept — and a conviction, pursued with the patience of a man who expected to be judged by God for how he spent his time, that the Roman order could be made whole again. One empire, one law, one church. That was the program he announced, and against every reasonable expectation, he came within sight of achieving it.

In a single campaign season, his armies took back North Africa from the Vandals. They retook Rome itself, and then all of Italy, though that war would prove to be a very different kind of thing. His lawyers compressed a thousand years of tangled Roman jurisprudence into a single coherent code — the body of law that still sits, quietly, beneath the legal systems of most of continental Europe and Latin America. His architects raised the greatest church in Christendom in barely five years, a building so audacious that people struggled to describe how its dome could possibly stay up. For a moment — a real, documented, map-changing moment — the Mediterranean was again very nearly a Roman lake.

The Woman Beside Him, by Law

He did not do it alone, and the person beside him is half the reason this reign refuses to be forgotten.

Theodora had come from about as far down as the Roman social ladder reached. Her father had kept the bears for one of the chariot-racing factions at the Constantinople hippodrome. She had grown up in the theater and worked as an actress — a profession that in Roman law and Roman snobbery sat only a rung above prostitution, disreputable enough that a law had to be changed before the heir to the empire could marry her. The old senatorial families never forgave her for it and never stopped trying to be rid of her, and they never managed it.

Because Theodora, once she was crowned, turned out to be one of the most formidable political operators of the age. She was named in Justinian’s own legislation as his partner in rule. She ran her own networks, protected her own religious faction against her husband’s official orthodoxy, and made and unmade careers. And on the single day when the whole reign hung by a thread — when a riot had burned half the capital and a mob was hours from crowning a rival emperor, and Justinian’s ministers were urging him toward the ships — it was Theodora, if our sources are to be believed, who refused to run, and whose nerve kept the throne from being abandoned. Thirty thousand people would die in the hippodrome that afternoon so that the reign could continue. This book treats the marriage not as a romance but as what it actually was: a governing machine, the reign’s real constitution, two people who trusted almost no one in the world except each other.

The Hinge Nobody Saw Coming

And then, in the year 541, at the very height of the reconquest, the thing arrived that no code of law and no general could fight.

It came ashore in Egypt and rode the grain ships north to the capital, and it was bubonic plague — the first appearance in the historical record of the pathogen that would return eight centuries later as the Black Death. It killed on a scale the ancient world had no framework for. It emptied the streets of Constantinople, overwhelmed every capacity to bury the dead, infected the emperor himself and very nearly killed him, and — this is the part that matters for the story of the reign — it gutted the tax base and the armies at the precise moment the restoration needed every soldier and every solidus it could find. Historians still argue about exactly how severe it was and how much it changed. What is not in doubt is that the reconquest never fully recovered its footing afterward, and neither, arguably, did the ancient world.

That is the spine of this book: a riot, a code of law, two long wars, a cathedral, and a pandemic, all inside a single reign, all bound up in a single extraordinary partnership.

A Companion, Not a Repeat — and a Note on the Sources

A word about what this book is and is not. Readers of my catalog will know that I have already written a biography of the empress herself — Theodora: From the Arena to the Throne, the story of the bear-keeper’s daughter and her improbable climb. This is not that book, and it does not repeat it. That book is the story of a person. This one is the story of a reign — the partnership as a machine of state, the riots, the law, the wars, the dome, the plague, and the hard question of whether Rome’s last chance was ever real. Theodora is here in full, but as a co-ruler in the drama of empire, not as a biographical subject. Her early life gets a single compressed chapter and a signpost to the other book. The two are designed as companions; if you have read one, you are exactly the reader the other was written for.

And a word about method, because this reign demands it more than most. Almost everything we know about Justinian and Theodora runs through a single writer, Procopius of Caesarea, who had the enormous advantage of being there — and who wrote, over his career, both the official history praising the reign and a secret manuscript, hidden for a thousand years, that called Justinian a demon in human form and Theodora something far worse. Learning to read a witness who wrote both the panegyric and the poison-pen letter is not a distraction from this story; it is part of it, and I have tried to make the reader smarter about it rather than pretending the problem away. As throughout my books, the ancient sources here — Procopius, the chroniclers, the law code itself — are paraphrased in my own words rather than quoted from modern translations, and where I tell you what a source claims, I have tried to tell you as well how much weight it can bear.

What follows, then, is the answer to the question every fall-of-Rome book leaves hanging. Rome did fall, in the West, in 476. But sixty years later a peasant’s nephew and an actress tried to put it back together, and for one astonishing generation they nearly did. Here is how close they came, and what it cost, and why it slipped away. Let’s begin where they began — with what was actually left of Rome.





Part I: The Inheritance




Chapter 1: What Was Left of Rome

In the year 476, when the German general Odoacer deposed the last emperor in Italy and declined to appoint another, the news would have reached Constantinople as a matter of some interest but no great alarm. The city on the Bosphorus had seen the West unravel for the better part of a century — provinces lost, armies defeated, emperors installed and murdered by their own generals with a regularity that had long since stopped being shocking. The fall of a boy-emperor in Ravenna was, from the eastern capital’s point of view, the latest development in a slow-motion problem that belonged to somebody else.

This is the first thing a reader arriving from the story of Rome’s fall has to understand, because the popular version gets it almost exactly backward. The year 476 was not the end of the Roman Empire. It was the end of the Roman Empire in the West — one half of a state that had been administratively divided for generations. The other half did not fall. It did not even wobble very much. It went on collecting its taxes, holding its court, arguing its theology, and thinking of itself, without the slightest irony, as the Roman Empire, because that is precisely what it was.

The Empire That Didn’t Fall

We call it Byzantium now, and we call its people Byzantines, but those are labels invented by later scholars for their own convenience. The people who lived in Constantinople in the sixth century called themselves Romans — Rhomaioi — and would have been baffled and offended to be told they were something else. Their state was the Roman state, unbroken, its laws Roman, its offices Roman, its emperor the legitimate successor of Augustus and Constantine. That they mostly spoke Greek rather than Latin in the streets, and that their capital sat a thousand miles east of the Tiber, changed none of this in their own eyes. Rome was not a city you could lose. Rome was an idea, an order, a legal and political inheritance, and that inheritance had simply relocated its center of gravity to the place where the money and the people still were.

And the money and the people were, overwhelmingly, in the East. This is the fact that makes the whole of Justinian’s reign possible, so it is worth dwelling on. The eastern provinces — Egypt, Syria, Anatolia, the Aegean coastlands, the Balkans — had always been the richer, older, more urbanized, more densely populated half of the Roman world. Egypt alone was a granary that could feed a capital. The great cities of the East — Alexandria, Antioch, Ephesus, and Constantinople itself — were centers of trade, manufacture, and learning on a scale the West had never matched outside of Rome. When the storms of the fifth century came, they fell hardest on the poorer, more exposed West. The East had the resources to buy off invaders, to rebuild, to absorb shocks that shattered the western provinces. It bent, and the West broke.

So while Italy, Gaul, Spain, and North Africa fragmented into a patchwork of Germanic kingdoms — Ostrogoths in Italy, Visigoths in Spain, Vandals in Africa, Franks in Gaul — the eastern empire remained intact, solvent, and recognizably the same institution it had been for centuries. Its bureaucracy still functioned. Its coinage, the gold solidus, was the most trusted currency in the known world, so stable that merchants from India to the Atlantic accepted it without question. Its emperor still ruled from a purpose-built imperial capital that was, by the year 500, probably the largest and wealthiest city west of China.

A City Built to Be a Capital

Constantinople was not an accident of history the way Rome had been. It was a deliberate creation, founded by the emperor Constantine in 330 on the site of the old Greek town of Byzantion, chosen for a position that was very nearly perfect. It sat astride the narrow waterway linking the Black Sea to the Mediterranean, controlling the trade between them. It occupied a triangular peninsula protected on two sides by water and closed off on the third, in time, by the most formidable land fortifications in the world — the great Theodosian Walls, a triple line of ramparts and ditches that would keep the city inviolate against assault after assault for the better part of a thousand years.

Behind those walls lay everything a Roman capital was supposed to have, rebuilt at imperial scale. A vast hippodrome for the chariot races that were the beating heart of the city’s public life. A Senate house, for a Senate that had far less power than its western ancestor but plenty of prestige. Palaces, forums, columns, baths, churches, and cisterns to hold water against a siege. A population that may have approached half a million people at its height — an almost unimaginable concentration of humanity for the age, fed by grain fleets from Egypt and supplied by trade from three continents. To a visitor from the ruined West, sixth-century Constantinople would have looked like a city from another, richer world, which in a sense it was.

Why the West Broke and the East Held

It is worth pausing on the question that the popular story usually skips: why did one half of the same empire shatter while the other half barely trembled? The answer is not that the eastern emperors were wiser or the western ones more foolish, though some were. The answer is mostly structural, and understanding it is the key to understanding both what Justinian attempted and why it was so much harder than it looked.

Start with geography and money, because in the end most of it comes down to those two. The western provinces the empire had to defend were enormous and exposed. The Rhine and the upper Danube formed a long, porous frontier facing directly onto the churning world of the Germanic peoples, and behind that frontier lay Gaul, Spain, Italy, and Britain — vast territories, thinly urbanized in places, expensive to garrison and easy to raid. When pressure built along that frontier in the late fourth and fifth centuries, and whole peoples began crossing it — some fleeing the Huns, some simply seeking land and plunder inside the rich empire — the West had to try to defend everything at once with tax revenues that were never adequate to the task.

The East faced invaders too, and its Balkan provinces were savaged repeatedly. But its geography gave it crucial advantages the West lacked. Its richest and most populous lands — Egypt, Syria, Anatolia — lay behind the shield of the Balkans and the sea, insulated from the worst of the Germanic incursions. Its frontier with its most dangerous rival, Persia, was long-established and comparatively stable, a matter of professional armies and negotiated treaties rather than mass migration. And above all, the East was simply richer. It could afford larger armies, higher tribute payments to buy off enemies it could not beat, and the deep bureaucratic machinery to keep taxing and administering even when times were hard. When a barbarian army could be paid to go away, the East could usually find the gold. The West, poorer and more exposed, increasingly could not, and so it paid instead in land, in offices, in whole provinces handed over to Germanic federates who eventually stopped pretending to serve an emperor at all.

There was a political dimension too. The western court in its final century became a nest of weak boy-emperors dominated by powerful generals — many of them of Germanic origin themselves — who found it more useful to control a puppet than to hold the throne outright. Real power drained away from the imperial office into the hands of warlords, until the office finally became so hollow that Odoacer simply dispensed with it. The East had its palace intrigues and its share of murdered rulers, but the imperial institution there never lost its grip on the machinery of state the way the western one did. The emperor in Constantinople remained a real ruler of a real government, not a ceremonial hostage.

None of this was lost on a scholar as immersed in the recent past as Justinian. He knew why the West had fallen. The uncomfortable question — the one this book keeps returning to — is whether he fully grasped that the same structural facts that had broken the West in the first place would still be there, waiting, if he ever managed to take it back.

Anastasius and the War Chest

There is one more piece of the inheritance without which nothing that follows could have happened, and it is the least glamorous and most important of all: money.

In the decades before Justinian, the eastern empire had the extraordinary good fortune to be ruled by a man who understood public finance. Anastasius I, who reigned from 491 to 518, was an elderly former palace official when he came to the throne, and he governed like the careful administrator he was. He reformed the coinage, overhauled the tax system, abolished an unpopular and economically destructive tax on urban trade, and — most consequentially — spent considerably less than he took in, year after year, for nearly three decades. He fought his wars, built his fortifications, and still managed the almost unheard-of feat, for any government in any age, of dying with the treasury full.

By the reckoning of the sources, Anastasius left behind a reserve of some 320,000 pounds of gold. Whatever the precise figure, the point is that he bequeathed his successors a genuine fortune — a war chest of a size that a state rarely accumulates. This is the fund that would pay for Justinian’s armies, his lawyers, his architects, and his ambitions. A reconquest of the West was not a thing you could attempt on credit. It required ready money in enormous quantities, and Anastasius, without ever intending to reconquer anything, had spent thirty years filling the vault that made the attempt possible. Justinian’s grand project was, in a very real sense, built on another man’s thrift.

The Kingdoms Across the Water

To finish sketching the map Justinian inherited, we have to look across the water at the lands he would spend his reign trying to take back, because they were not empty ruins waiting to be reclaimed. They were functioning kingdoms, and understanding what they were explains both why the reconquest seemed plausible and why it proved so much bloodier than anyone expected.

In Italy sat the Ostrogoths, and theirs was in many ways the most impressive of the successor states. Their great king Theoderic, who had ruled until 526, had governed Italy for over thirty years with a light and clever hand, preserving Roman administration, the Roman Senate, Roman law for his Roman subjects, and the fabric of Roman civil life almost intact. An Ostrogoth ruled, but the trains, so to speak, ran on Roman time. The catch was religion: the Goths were Arian Christians — followers of a version of Christianity that the Catholic Roman population regarded as heresy — and this fault line between an Arian ruling caste and a Catholic majority ran through every one of the Germanic kingdoms and gave Constantinople a permanent lever of subversion. By the time Justinian came to power, Theoderic was dead, the succession had fallen to a young grandson and then descended into faction and murder, and the stable kingdom was beginning to wobble.

In North Africa — the rich provinces around Carthage, the granary and treasury of the old western empire — ruled the Vandals. They had a fearsome reputation, earned by seizing Africa a century earlier and by sacking Rome itself in 455, and they too were an Arian warrior minority lording it over a resentful Catholic Roman population. But a century of soft African living had, by Justinian’s day, blunted the edge that conquest had given them, and their kingdom was riven by dynastic quarrels. To an ambitious eye in Constantinople, Vandal Africa looked rich, hated by its own subjects, and no longer as dangerous as its name.

In Spain sat the Visigoths, more distant and less immediately tempting, and in Gaul the Franks, who were different in one crucial respect: they had converted directly to Catholic Christianity rather than Arianism, which made them harder to undermine and more acceptable to their Roman subjects, and which would help make them the longest-lived of all the successor kingdoms. Justinian would largely leave the Franks alone.

The pattern, then, was consistent and encouraging to a would-be liberator. Across the West, small Germanic warrior elites ruled large Roman populations who mostly shared neither their rulers’ ethnicity nor their heretical faith. In theory, a Roman army arriving to “liberate” these populations from their Arian overlords could expect welcome, or at least acquiescence. In theory, the kingdoms were brittle, divided, and illegitimate in the eyes of the very people they governed. That theory was the intellectual foundation of the reconquest, and it was not wrong, exactly. It was just far more complicated in practice than it looked on a map in a palace on the Bosphorus.

The World Justinian Inherited

Set it all together and the shape of the opportunity comes clear. By the time the peasant-soldier Justin took the throne in 518 — and with him, standing just behind the curtain, his formidable nephew Justinian — the eastern Roman state possessed a rare and possibly fleeting combination of advantages. It was intact where the West was shattered. It was rich where the West was poor. It had a full treasury, a functioning bureaucracy, the strongest walls and the best coinage in the world, and a deep, unbroken conviction that it was the legitimate Roman Empire with a legitimate claim to every acre the barbarians now held.

And across the water, in Italy and Africa, sat the Germanic kingdoms occupying those acres — militarily formidable in some cases, but small ruling minorities of Arian-Christian warriors governing large populations of Catholic Roman provincials who had not stopped thinking of themselves as Romans and had not necessarily made peace with their new masters. To an ambitious emperor in Constantinople with money in the bank and a general or two of genius, those kingdoms could look less like permanent realities and more like temporary occupations waiting to be reversed.

That was the map Justinian inherited, and the reading of it that would define his life. Whether the reading was correct — whether the fall of the West was a reversible clerical error or a permanent structural fact that no amount of gold and genius could undo — is the question this whole book exists to weigh. But to the tireless young man taking the measure of the world from behind his uncle’s throne, the answer already seemed obvious. Rome had not fallen. Rome had merely been mislaid. And he intended to find it.

To understand how he came to be standing there at all, we have to go back to the uncle, and to one of the strangest ascents in the history of the Roman throne.




Chapter 2: The Peasant’s Nephew

Somewhere in the hard hill country of the Balkans, in a Latin-speaking frontier district that the sources call Bederiana, near the town of Naissus — modern Niš, in Serbia — a boy named Justin was born to a family of peasant farmers around the middle of the fifth century. He would have grown up expecting the life his parents had: subsistence agriculture on marginal land, at the mercy of weather, taxes, and the raiders who periodically swept through a border region that had become one of the most dangerous neighborhoods in the empire. Nothing about his origins pointed anywhere but down, or at best sideways, into the same grinding rural poverty that had produced him.

Instead, Justin ended his life as Emperor of the Romans. How he got there is the necessary prologue to everything else, because the throne Justinian would use to try to rebuild the ancient world was a throne his family had held for exactly one generation, seized by an old soldier who had started with nothing at all.

A Soldier’s Road

Sometime in his teens, Justin did what ambitious or desperate young men on the frontier had always done: he left the farm and walked to Constantinople to join the army. The story, as it comes down to us, has him arriving at the capital on foot with two companions and little more than the bread in their packs. He enlisted, and he turned out to be good at soldiering — brave, capable, and, crucially, a survivor, in a profession that killed most of its practitioners young.

He rose. It was slow, the way real careers are, measured in campaigns and decades rather than dramatic strokes. He served on the eastern frontier against the Persians and in the Balkan wars, climbed through the ranks by competence and endurance, and eventually reached the command of the Excubitors — the elite palace guard, a few hundred hand-picked soldiers responsible for the physical security of the emperor himself. It was a position of enormous trust and, as events would prove, enormous opportunity. By the time the emperor Anastasius died in July 518, Justin was an old man by the standards of the age, probably in his mid-sixties, the commander of the guard, and a known and respected figure at court.

Anastasius died without a clear successor. He had nephews, but no designated heir, and in the scramble that followed, the palace guard and the imperial treasury both mattered a great deal. What exactly happened in those few days is murky — our sources give competing accounts, some of them clearly shaped after the fact to make the outcome look inevitable or divinely ordained. What is clear is that when the dust settled, it was Justin, the illiterate peasant-soldier from the Balkan hills, who emerged wearing the purple. A man who had arrived in the city on foot with nothing now ruled the Roman world.

Securing an Improvised Throne

A throne seized in a scramble is a fragile thing, and Justin’s first task was to make sure he kept it. There were men in Constantinople with better claims than an elderly guardsman of peasant stock — nephews of the late Anastasius, powerful generals, ambitious officials — and the early months of the new reign were spent, quietly and not so quietly, removing them.

The most dangerous rival was Vitalian, a general with a formidable military reputation and a following of his own, whom the new regime first embraced and honored, drawing him into the heart of the court with high office — and then, once he was close enough and off his guard, had murdered. It was a brutal, effective piece of politics, and the sources hint that the hand behind it was less the old emperor’s than the young nephew’s. Whether or not Justinian personally arranged Vitalian’s killing, the episode taught an early and lasting lesson about how this regime would operate: it could be gracious and accommodating right up to the moment it decided you were a threat, at which point the graciousness evaporated. It is a pattern we will see again — at the hippodrome in 532, and in the succession panic of the plague years.

There was also the matter of the church, and here the new reign scored a genuine and lasting success. For decades, the churches of Rome and Constantinople had been in open schism — the so-called Acacian schism — over the theological disputes that endlessly divided eastern Christianity. Anastasius had leaned toward the eastern position and let the breach with
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