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    An empire’s collapse can be narrated as the work of chance and enemies, or as the consequence of choices that unravel its own foundations. 

New History by Zosimus is a late antique work of historical prose that recounts Rome’s fortunes across the imperial period, written from the perspective of an author working in the later Roman world. It belongs to the genre of narrative history, shaping political and military events into a continuous account rather than a chronicle of isolated facts. Although many details of Zosimus’s life and the precise circumstances of the book’s circulation are uncertain, the text survives as a substantial historical narrative whose outlook is unmistakably retrospective, measuring the present against an imagined earlier stability. 

The premise is straightforward: Zosimus sets out to explain how Roman power, once expansive, reached a condition he presents as diminished. The reading experience is that of an argument carried by narrative. Events are selected and arranged to build a case about causation, responsibility, and the limits of imperial resilience. His voice is analytical and often severe, turning from description to evaluation without pretending to neutrality. For a modern reader, the book can feel simultaneously like a history and a brief for the prosecution, where the stakes are nothing less than the fate of a world-order. 

Zosimus’s tone is marked by a persistent search for explanations that go beyond battlefield outcomes. Political decisions, leadership failures, and institutional weaknesses are treated as forces as consequential as foreign threats. The narrative repeatedly returns to the pressures of governing an immense territory and the fragility of legitimacy when authority is contested. Readers encounter a writer attentive to how policy, court politics, and strategic miscalculation can accelerate instability. Even when one disagrees with his assessments, the work’s coherence lies in its insistence that decline is not a mystery but a process that can be traced through human choices. 

One of the book’s most enduring themes is the tension between moral interpretation and historical description. Zosimus does not merely record events; he evaluates them in ways that imply standards for rulers and communities. The resulting history asks what virtues are necessary for a state to endure, and what vices corrode it from within. Alongside this moral dimension is a practical concern with administration and military capacity, as well as an interest in the turning points where seemingly minor decisions lead to outsized consequences. The narrative thereby becomes a meditation on responsibility under conditions of uncertainty. 

New History also matters as a witness to the diversity of viewpoints in late Roman historiography. It reminds readers that the past was contested not only in outcomes but in interpretation, and that historical writing could serve as critique as much as commemoration. Zosimus’s choices of emphasis illuminate what a later observer found most alarming about imperial governance and social change. The work therefore helps contemporary readers see Rome’s transformation not as a single, settled storyline but as a field of competing explanations, each shaped by a writer’s priorities and sense of loss. 

For contemporary audiences, Zosimus remains compelling because he treats imperial power as both formidable and precarious, sustained by institutions yet vulnerable to shortsightedness. His narrative invites reflection on how states narrate crises, assign blame, and search for restoring measures when confidence erodes. Without requiring agreement with his judgments, the book rewards attention to how history can be written as diagnosis, warning, and political argument at once. In an era still preoccupied with institutional trust, governance under strain, and the uses of the past in public debate, New History offers a sobering model of historical causation and accountability.
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    Zosimus’s New History is a late antique Greek narrative of Roman imperial history composed in the early sixth century, preserved in six books and breaking off before a finished ending. Written from a pagan standpoint, it sets out to explain Rome’s decline by tracing political and military missteps and by criticizing changes in religious practice that Zosimus associates with weakening the state. The work proceeds chronologically, drawing on earlier historians and official materials, and it repeatedly frames events as tests of imperial competence, civic discipline, and the maintenance of traditional institutions.


The opening book surveys the imperial system after the end of the Severan period, concentrating on instability, usurpations, and the strain on frontiers. Zosimus emphasizes how rapid successions, contested legitimacy, and court intrigue damaged the coherence of command and invited external pressure. He presents administrative improvisations and emergency policies as short-term fixes that deepen longer-term vulnerability, returning often to the conduct of emperors and generals as decisive. Even at this early stage, the narrative signals a recurring theme: Rome’s fortunes hinge on prudent leadership, effective taxation and recruitment, and respect for inherited civic norms.


As the account moves into the third and fourth centuries, Zosimus depicts reforms and power-sharing arrangements as responses to crisis that also create new tensions. He focuses on the distribution of authority, the role of the army in making and unmaking rulers, and the burdens placed on provincial populations. Diplomatic dealings and frontier wars appear as mirrors of internal health: where discipline holds, threats can be contained; where faction prevails, enemies exploit openings. Throughout, he links fiscal pressures, administrative expansion, and military necessities, portraying them as mutually reinforcing problems when directed by self-interested or indecisive rulers.


In treating the reign of Constantine, Zosimus devotes attention to the transformation of court politics and the restructuring of the empire’s military and civic life, presenting these developments as pivotal to later decline. He is especially concerned with the consequences of imperial favor, the redistribution of resources, and the changing relationship between central authority and local communities. His interpretive lens remains consistent: policy choices are judged by whether they preserve the resilience of the state and the traditional balance of obligations. The narrative remains event-driven, but it increasingly carries an argument about causation and responsibility.


The middle books turn to the fourth century’s recurring cycles of civil conflict, external war, and negotiated settlements with neighboring peoples. Zosimus highlights how internal divisions, contested successions, and reliance on federate arrangements could produce short-lived stability while storing up future dangers. He pays close attention to the competence of commanders, the management of frontier regions, and the consequences of strategic overreach. Alongside battles and diplomacy, the work foregrounds the social and economic costs of insecurity, suggesting that the empire’s capacity to respond erodes when public burdens rise and civic confidence falls.


In the later books, the focus shifts toward the western empire’s mounting fragility and the pressures converging on Italy, with Zosimus narrating political upheavals, shifting alliances, and intensified military challenges. He portrays the interplay between court decision-making, the conduct of generals, and the movement of armed groups across imperial territory as crucial to outcomes. His criticism of religious change becomes sharper, not as a detached excursus but as part of a broader diagnosis of lost protections and compromised institutions. The narrative accelerates as crises multiply, while the author’s explanatory framework remains steady.


Because New History breaks off, it does not provide a fully rounded conclusion, yet its shape and emphases are clear: Rome’s decline is presented as a cumulative process driven by leadership failures, administrative and fiscal strains, and choices that, in Zosimus’s view, weaken traditional supports of the state. The work’s enduring resonance lies in its rare pagan perspective on the Christian empire and its use as a counterpoint to more triumphalist narratives of late antiquity. It remains valuable both for the events it summarizes from earlier sources and for the argumentative stance it brings to imperial history.
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    Zosimus wrote the New History in the early sixth century CE, probably during the reign of Anastasius I, when the Roman Empire was politically divided between Constantinople and the western successor kingdoms. Constantinople remained the capital of the Eastern Empire, administered by a large civilian bureaucracy, a professional army, and a court-centered political culture. The empire’s official public life was deeply shaped by Christianity, which had become dominant since the fourth century. At the same time, classical education, Greek historiography, and attachment to older civic traditions persisted among educated elites. Zosimus writes from within this transitional, post-imperial Mediterranean world.

paragraphs

The institutional background includes the late Roman fiscal and military state created by Diocletian and Constantine. Reforms expanded taxation, standardized administration, and strengthened imperial authority through new offices and court hierarchies. The army relied increasingly on mobile field forces alongside frontier units, and emperors used generals, federate allies, and diplomatic subsidies to secure borders. These changes were accompanied by repeated debates about legitimacy, succession, and the relationship between emperors and their armed supporters. Zosimus’ narrative draws heavily on this administrative and military framework, treating state capacity and frontier security as central measures of imperial health.

paragraphs

The third-century crisis, with frequent usurpations, civil wars, and external pressures, forms a key backdrop for the work’s long-range explanation of decline. Emperors such as Aurelian and Diocletian are associated with efforts to restore order and stabilize frontiers after prolonged instability. The Tetrarchy’s attempt to manage succession and regional defense, though short-lived, influenced later imperial structures. Zosimus’ scope reaches back to earlier centuries to provide antecedents for later disruptions, using the language of traditional Roman statecraft and the expectations of classical historians about prudent leadership, military discipline, and respect for civic institutions.

paragraphs

The fourth century reshaped imperial politics through Constantine’s consolidation of power, the founding of Constantinople, and the gradual Christianization of the state. The Edict of Milan (313) legalized Christianity, and later emperors increasingly supported the church through patronage and legislation. The Council of Nicaea (325) set a precedent for imperial involvement in ecclesiastical disputes, which continued through Arian and Nicene controversies. These developments intersected with court politics and provincial administration. Zosimus, writing as a pagan historian, frames religious change as historically consequential, emphasizing how imperial decisions affected civic cohesion and the traditional bonds between city, army, and emperor.

paragraphs=
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When Polybius of Megalopolis[1] proposed to write the history of all the remarkable occurrences of his own times, he thought it proper to demonstrate by facts, that the Romans, who were continually at war with the neighbouring states, for six hundred years after the building of their city, acquired in that space of time no considerable extent of dominion.  But after they had subdued a small part of Italy, which upon the invasion of Hannibal they lost at the battle of Cannae[2], and viewed their enemies under their own walls; they made so great a progress in good fortune, that in less than fifty-three years, they became masters, not only of all Italy and Africa, but likewise of Spain.  And being still desirous to enlarge their empire, they crossed the Ionian sea, conquered Greece, and ruined the Macedonians, whose king they carried to Rome in chains.  No person can therefore suppose that all this proceeded from causes merely human, but either from fatal necessity, the influence of the planets, or the will of the Deity, which regards with favour all our actions, while they are just and virtuous.  For these provide for future contingencies by such a train of apparent causes, that thinking persons must conclude the administration of human affairs to be in the hands of a divine Providence; so that when the energy of nations by the divine influence is roused and alert, they flourish in prosperity; and on the contrary, when they becoming displeasing to the gods, their affairs decline to a state resembling that which now exists.

But it being my design to demonstrate by actual circumstances the truth of my observations, I shall begin by stating, that from the Trojan war to the battle of Marathon the Greeks performed no exploits worthy of being mentioned either against each other or any foreign power.  But when Darius with his prefects brought against them an army of immense magnitude, eight thousand Athenians, as if inspired from Heaven, and armed by mere chance, advanced to oppose him, and met with such success as to kill ninety thousand, and compel the remainder to fly from their country.  And it was this engagement that enabled the Greeks to improve their condition.  But Xerxes, after the death of Darius, invaded Greece with a force so much more considerable, that he appeared to carry all Asia along with him into Greece; for the sea was covered with his ships, and the land with his soldiers.  Finding it necessary to cross from Asia into Europe, he constructed a bridge over the Hellespont[3] for the passage of his foot soldiers, and, as if the two elements of earth and water were not capable of receiving his army without depriving them of their natural use, cut a channel through Mount Athos, in which his ships rode as in the sea.  In the mean time the Greeks, though terrified at the bare report of the approach of such an enemy, prepared to oppose him with their utmost strength.  In a naval engagement at Artemisium, and another at Salamis, they so far exceeded their former victory, that Xerxes was glad to escape with his life, having lost the greater part of his army; and the destruction of the remainder of them at Plateae gave such a completion to the renown of the Greeks, that, by the force of the reputation they had acquired, they not only liberated the Greeks that were settled in Asia, but possessed themselves of almost all the islands.

And indeed, had they continued amicable with each other, and contented with the condition they then stood in, and had the Athenians and Lacedemonians not quarrelled for the government of Greece, they would never have had to submit to any foreign power.  But the strength of Greece being exhausted by the Peloponnesian war, and its cities impoverished, Philip found opportunity to enlarge the kingdom left him by his father, by arts and stratagems, though in strength inferior to all his neighbours.  For by his money he so bound to him his own soldiers, and all others that would fight under his banners, that he became sufficiently powerful to contend with the Athenians at Cheronea, and after that victory by his courtesy and affability insinuated himself so much into the regard of all, that he thought himself able to march against the king of Persia, but died before he could levy a competent force.

Alexander, who succeeded to the throne, having settled the affairs of Greece, crossed into Asia with a considerable army.  Having there conquered the Satrapes[7] who opposed him, he advanced towards Darius himself, who had fixed himself with an innumerable host in all the places near to Issus.  There he gained in an engagement with the Persians an incredible victory, routed Darius, and proceeded through Phoenicia and Syria into Palestine.  His actions at Tyre, and Gaza may be read in the historians of his life.  From thence he marched into Egypt, and having paid his devotions to Jupiter Ammon[4], and ordered Alexandria to be erected, he returned to finish the Persian war.  On his march, finding that he was esteemed by all people, he proceeded into Mesopotamia; and though he heard that Darius was prepared to receive him with a greater army than before, yet he advanced with the force he then had, and engaged at Arbela; where he gained so important a victory, as to destroy all the troops of Darius, and overturn the Persian monarchy, although the king himself escaped.  Darius being murdered by Bessus, Alexander, after performing great achievements in India, returned to Babylon, where he died.  After his decease, the dominion of the Macedonians being divided into several principalities, which were enfeebled by continual wars against each other, the remaining part of Europe was subdued by the Romans.  Crossing afterwards into Asia, they contended with the king of Pontus and Antiochus, then with the Dynastes or sovereigns of Egypt; thus enlarging their empire every year, so long as their senate retained its authority, because their consuls were ambitious of emulating each other.  But the commonwealth being ruined by the civil wars between Sulla and Marius, and between Julius Caesar and Pompey, the aristocracy, or government of the nobles, was set aside, without the consideration, that it was like throwing the hopes and interests of all the people on the hazard of a die, and placing that vast empire at the risk of the inclination and authority of a single ruler.  For were it the inclination of such a ruler to govern according to justice and moderation, he could not hope to give satisfaction to all, not being able to protect such as were at a considerable distance in any convenient time, nor to select so many officers, that would fear the disgrace of not performing their duty; nor could he suit his own disposition to the different humours of so many.  But if he should wish to break through the bonds of imperial and regal government, and exercise absolute tyranny, by subverting the existing establishments, conniving at great crimes, selling of justice, and regarding his subjects as slaves (as most, and indeed with few exceptions, almost all the emperors have done), it must of necessity follow, that his unbounded savage authority would prove a common calamity.  It is the very nature of such a despotism, that fawning miscreants and parasites are preferred to situations of the greatest trust, whilst modest quiet men, who are averse to so base a manner of living, resent with justice that they themselves cannot enjoy similar benefits.  Hence cities are filled with sedition and tumult; for when all offices, both civil and military, are conferred upon ill disposes magistrates, it both renders the citizens restless in peace, and discourages the soldiers in war.

That this is the case has been plainly shewn by experience, and the train of events that took place soon afterwards, in the reign of Octavianus.  For the dance called Pantomimus[5], which signifies a dance in imitation of every one, was introduced into Rome at that period; it never having before been in use in Italy, being invented by Pylades and Bathyllus; besides many other innovations, that still are productive of great evil.  Octavianus however appears to have ruled with great moderation, more particularly after he listened to the counsel of Athenodorus the stoic, and when compared to Tiberius his successor.  The tyranny of the latter was so severe as to be intolerable to his subjects, who expelled him to an island, where he secreted himself for some time and then died.  To him succeeded Caius Caligula, who far exceeded Tiberius in every species of wickedness, and was slain by Chaereas, who resolved by that bold action to deliver the state from his cruel tyranny.  The next emperor was Claudius, who intrusted the management of all his affairs to Libertini[6] (the sons of those who had been slaves) that were eunuchs, and his end was disgraceful.  Nero and his successors were then raised to the imperial throne.  Of whom I shall not state any thing, in order that the world may not be pained by the repetition of the impious and monstrous enormities of which they were guilty.  But Vespasian, and Titus his son, acted during their reigns with greater moderation.  On the contrary, Domitian exceeded all his predecessors in cruelty, luxury, and avarice; for which reason, after he had for fifteen successive years tormented the commonwealth, he was put to death by Stephanus, one of his freed men; thus receiving the punishment which his actions merited.

After him several worthy sovereigns succeeded to the empire:  Nerva, Trajan, and afterwards Adrian, Antoninus Pius, and the brothers Verus and Lucius, who reformed many abuses in the state, and not only recovered what their predecessors had lost, but made likewise some new additions.  But Commodus, the son of Marcus, on becoming emperor, addicted himself not only to tyranny, but to other monstrous vices, until his concubine Marcia assumed the courage of a man and put him to death, and the empire was conferred on Pertinax.  But the imperial guards being unable to submit to the strictness of his discipline, which caused them to mutiny and to murder him, Rome was on the point of becoming a seat of anarchy and disorder, while the pretorian soldiers, who were intended for the protection of the palace, attempted to deprive the senate of the power of appointing a sole ruler.  And the empire being now put up as it were to sale, Didius Julianus, at the instigation of his wife, assisted by his own folly, produced a sum of money with which he purchased the empire; and exhibited such a spectacle as the people had never before witnessed.  The soldiers who raised him to the dignity, by violence put him in possession of the palace and all that it contained.  But he was called to account and deprived of life by the very men who were the means of his exaltation, nor was his life more than a momentary golden dream.

At his removal, the Senate consulted whom to elect Emperor, and fixed on Severus.  But Albinus and Niger pretending a right to the throne at the same time, a furious civil war broke out between the competitors; the cities being divided between the different parties.  On this great commotions were excited in Egypt and the eastern parts of the empire, and the Byzantines, who espoused the cause of Niger, and entertained him, were ready for the most dangerous enterprizes, until he was vanquished by Severus and killed.  After him Albinus likewise took leave of the empire and the world together, and thus the sole power now devolved on Severus.  He therefore applied himself to the correction of the enormities that had sprung up, punishing severely the soldiers that had murdered Pertinax, and delivered the empire to Julianus.  Having done this, and regulated the army, he marched against the Persians, and in this expedition took Ctesiphon and Babylon, over-ran the Arabians, called Scenites from their dwelling in tents, conquered the principal part of Arabia, and performed many other great achievements.  He was besides inexorable to delinquents, and made public distribution of the property of those who were guilty of any heinous offence.

Having adorned many cities with sumptuous edifices, he declared his son Antoninus emperor, but at his death left his other son Geta co-heir with him in the government, appointing for their guardian Papinianus, a person eminent for his strict justice, and for his ability in the knowledge and interpretation of the law, in which he excelled every Roman either before or since his time.  But this worthy man in a short time, became odious to Antoninus, because he used his utmost endeavours to frustrate a design which he had discovered, formed by Antoninus against his brother Geta.  He resolved therefore to remove this obstacle, and concerted with the soldiers the destruction of Papinianus.  This being effected, and his hands at liberty, he slew his brother, whom his own mother could not save, though he fled to her for protection.

But not long after Antoninus was remunerated for the murder of his brother, and it was never known who was the person that killed him.  The soldiers at Rome then chose for emperor Macrinus, the prefect of the court; while those in the east set up Emisenus, who was related to the mother of Antoninus.  Each army was now so tenacious of its choice, that a civil disturbance arose between them, and while the supporters of Emisenus Antoninus were bringing him to Rome, those of Macrinus advanced from Italy.  The two armies engaging at Antioch in Syria, Macrinus was so completely routed, that he was compelled to fly from the camp, and was taken and put to death between Byzantium and Chalcedon.

Antoninus, after his victory, punished all that had espoused the cause of Macrinus as enemies, and led so dissolute and shameful a life, and held such frequent communication with magicians and jugglers, that the Romans, unable to endure his excessive luxury, murdered him, tore his body in pieces, and proclaimed Alexander emperor, who likewise was of the family of Severus.  He, though very young, gave such signs of a good disposition, as inspired the people with hope that he would prove a mild ruler.  He made Flavianus and Chrestus prefects of his court, men not only well acquainted with military affairs, but excelling in the management of civil business.  But Mamaea, the emperor’s mother, placed over them Ulpianus, as an inspector of their conduct, and indeed as a partner in their office, he being an excellent lawyer, and knowing not only how to regulate present affairs, but to provide prudently for the future.  This gave such offence to the two soldiers, that they secretly planned his destruction.  When Mamaea understood this, she prevented their design by putting aside the conspirators, and making Ulpianus the sole prefect of the court.  But afterwards becoming suspected by the army, for reasons which I am unable to state, there being many various reports concerning his inclination, he lost his life in a tumult, which the emperor himself could not prevent.

The soldiers after this event, forgetting by degrees their former regard for Alexander, appeared unwilling to put his commands in execution, and in order to prevent being punished for their negligence, excited public commotions, in which they promoted a person, named Antoninus, to the empire.  But he, being incapable of sustaining so weighty a charge, declined it.  They chose in his stead Uranius, a man of low and servile condition, whom they immediately placed before Alexander, drest in purple, by which they intended to express more strongly their contempt for the emperor.  Alexander, finding himself surrounded with so many difficulties, became changed, both in bodily constitution, and in disposition; and was infected with an insatiable avarice, amassing riches with the utmost solicitude, which he confided to the care of his mother.

While his affairs were thus unfortunately situated, the armies in Pannonia and Moesia, which were far from respecting him previously, now became more disposed to revolt, and being therefore determined on an innovation, raised to the empire Maximinus, the captain of a Pannonian troop.  Having collected all his forces, he marched into Italy with the utmost speed, thinking it the safest to attack the emperor by surprise.  But Alexander, who was then in the vicinity of the Rhine, having received intelligence of their intended revolt, proceeded to Rome without loss of time.  He offered pardon to the soldiers and to Maximinus upon the condition that they would desist from their attempt; he could not however appease them, and therefore desperately exposed himself to death.  Mamaea his mother, and the prefects, who issued from the palace to allay the tumult, were likewise murdered.  Maximinus thus became well established in the throne, but the people universally regretted the change of a moderate emperor for a cruel tyrant.  Maximinus was of obscure birth, and therefore on his exaltation to the imperial dignity, his excessive insolence in his new authority eclipsed those good qualities with which nature had endowed him.  He thus became intolerable to all men, not only doing injuries to those that were in honourable offices, but being guilty of the greatest cruelties in the exercise of his power, bestowing favours only upon sycophants who laid information against quiet persons, by charging them with being debtors to the imperial treasury.  At length he went so far as to murder persons out of avarice, before he heard them plead in their own defence, seized on the towns as his own, and plundered the inhabitants.

The nations subject to the Romans being unable to endure his monstrous cruelty, and greatly distressed by the ravages he committed, the Africans proclaimed Gordianus and his son, of the same name, emperors, and sent ambassadors to Rome, one of whom was Valerianus, a man of consular rank, who afterwards himself became emperor.  This was highly gratifying to the senate, which deliberated how to remove the tyrant, inciting the soldiers to revolt, and reminding the people of the injuries they had sustained as well in their individual capacities, as in that of members of so mighty a state.  Having thus agreed how to act, they selected out of the whole senate twenty persons who understood military discipline, and out of that number appointed two, Balbinus and Maximus, to hold the chief command, and proceeded towards Rome, being ready for an insurrection.  But Maximinus, hearing of their intention, marched with great precipitation towards Rome, with the Moors and Gauls that were under his command, and on the way laid siege to the garrison of Aquileia, because they closed their gates against him.  His own party, at length consulting the public benefit, with great reluctance consented to those who wished to put him to death, and he was thereby reduced to such extremity, as to be under the necessity of making his son a petitioner in his behalf, supposing that his tender age would abate their anger and incline them to compassion.  But at this they became more enraged, and after they had murdered the boy in a most barbarous manner, they dispatched the father likewise; on which one of them cut off his head, and carried it to Rome, as an evidence and a trophy of their victory.  Being thus delivered from all their apprehensions, they waited for the arrival of the two emperors from Africa.

These princes being wrecked in a storm, the senate conferred the supreme direction of affairs on Gordianus, the son of one of them.  In his reign, the Romans relaxed a little from their former melancholy, being treated by the emperor with plays and other amusements.  But awaking as it were from a profound sleep, they formed a secret conspiracy against the emperor, instigated by the counsel of Balbinus and Maximus, who incited some of the soldiers against him.  This being detected, the heads of the conspiracy, and many of the accomplices, were put to death.

Soon after this, the Carthaginians became discontented with the emperor, and attempted to substitute Sabianus in his stead; but Gordianus raised a force from Africa, which quickly caused them to submit.  Upon this they delivered up the intended usurper, solicited pardon for their offences, and were freed from the danger that hung over them.  Meantime Gordianus married the daughter of Timesicles, a man in high estimation for his learning, and appointed him prefect of the court; by which he seemed to supply the deficiency of his own youth in the administration of public affairs.  Having secured the empire, he was in continual expectation that the Persians would make an attack on the eastern provinces, Sapores having succeeded in that kingdom to Artaxerxes, who had restored the government to the Persians from the Parthians.  For after the death of Alexander the son of Philip, and of his successors in the empire of the Macedonians, at the period when those provinces were under the authority of Antiochus, Arsaces a Parthian, being exasperated at an injury done to his brother Teridates, made war upon the satrap of Antiochus, and caused the Parthians to drive away the Macedonians, and form a government of their own.  The emperor therefore made all possible preparations for marching against the Persians.  Although he appeared in the first battle to have obtained the victory, yet the confidence of the emperor in the success of this enterprize was considerably diminished by the death of Timesicles, the prefect of the court.  Philip being chosen in his place, the emperor’s popularity in the army was gradually dissipated and vanished.  Philip was a native of Arabia, a nation in bad repute, and had advanced his fortune by no very honourable means.  As soon as he was fixed in his office, he aspired at the imperial divinity, and endeavoured to seduce all the soldiers that were disposed to innovation.  Observing that abundance of military provisions was supplied, while the emperor was staying about Carrae and Nisibis, he ordered the ships that brought those provisions to go further up the country, in order that the army, being oppressed with famine, might be provoked to mutiny.  His design succeeded to his wish; for the soldiers, under pretence of want of necessaries, surrounded Gordianus in a violent manner, and having killed him, as the chief cause of so many perishing, conferred the purple on Philip according to their engagement.  He therefore made peace with Sapores, and marched towards Rome; and as he had bound the soldiers to him by large presents, he sent messengers to Rome to report that Gordianus had died of a disease.  On his arrival at Rome, having made the senate his friends, he thought it most politic to confer the highest preferments on his near relations.  From this motive he made his brother Priscus general of the army in Syria, and intrusted the forces in Moesia and Macedonia to his son-in-law Severianus.

Thinking that he had by these means established himself in the possession of the empire, he made an expedition against the Carpi, who had plundered all the country about the Ister.  When an engagement took place, the Barbarians not being able to withstand the impetuous charge of the Romans, fled into a castle in which they were besieged.  But finding that their troops, who were dispersed in various directions, had again rallied in a body, they resumed their courage, and sallying from the castle attacked the Roman army.  Being unable to bear the brisk onset of the Moors, the army solicited for peace, to which Philip readily assented, and marched away.  As there were at that time many disturbances in the empire, the eastern provinces, which were uneasy, partly, owing to the exactions of exorbitant tributes, and partly to their dislike of Priscus, their governor, who was a man of an intolerably evil disposition, wished for innovation, and set up Papianus for emperor, while the inhabitants of Moesia and Pannonia were more inclined to Marinus.

Philip, being disturbed by these events, desired the senate either to assist him against such imminent dangers, or, if they were displeased with his government, to suffer him to lay it down and dismiss him quietly.  No person making a reply to this, Decius, a person of illustrious birth and rank, and moreover gifted, with every virtue, observed, that he was unwise in being so much concerned at those events, for they would vanish of themselves, and could not possibly long subsist.  And though the event corresponded with the conjecture of Decius, which long experience in the world had enabled him to make, Papianus and Marinus being taken off, yet Philip was still in fear, knowing how obnoxious, the officers in that country were to the army.  He therefore desired Decius to assume the command of the legions in Moesia and Pannonia.  As he refused this under the plea that it was inconvenient both for Philip and himself, Philip made use of the rhetoric of necessity, as the Thessalians term it, and compelled him to go to Pannonia to punish the accomplices of Marinus.  The army in that country, finding that Decius punished all that had offended, thought it most politic, to avoid the present danger, and to set up a sovereign who would better consult the good of the state, and who, being more expert both in civil and military affairs, might without difficulty conquer Philip.

For this purpose they clothed Decius in purple, and notwithstanding all his apprehensions of future mischances, compelled him to assume the supreme authority.  Philip therefore, on hearing that Decius was thus made emperor, collected all his forces to overpower him.  The supporters of Decius, though they knew that the enemy had greatly the advantage in numbers, still retained their confidence, trusting to the general skill and prudence of Decius in affairs.  And when the two armies engaged, although the one was superior in number, yet the other so excelled it in discipline and conduct, that a great number of Philip’s partizans were slain and he himself amongst them, together with his son, on whom he had conferred the title of Caesar.  Decius thus acquired the empire.

The Scythians, taking advantage of the disorder which every where prevailed through the negligence of Philip, crossed the Tanais, and pillaged the countries in the vicinity of Thrace.  But Decius, marching against them, was not only victorious in every battle, but recovered the spoils they had taken, and endeavoured to cut off their retreat to their own country, intending to destroy them all, to prevent their ever again, making a similar incursion.  For this purpose he posted Gallus on the bank of the Tanais with a competent force, and led in person the remainder of his army against the enemy.  This expedition exceeded to his utmost wish; but Gallus, who was disposed to innovation, sent agents to the Barbarians, requesting their concurrence in a conspiracy against Decius.  To this they gave a willing assent, and Gallus retained his post on the bank of the Tanais, but the Barbarians divided themselves into three battalions, the first of which posted itself behind a marsh.  Decius having destroyed a considerable number of the first battalion, the second advanced, which he likewise defeated, and discovered a part of the third, which lay near the marsh.  Gallus sent intelligence to him, that he might march against them across the fen.  Proceeding therefore incautiously in an unknown place, he and his army became entangled in the mire, and under that disadvantage were so assailed by the missiles of the Barbarians, that not one of them escaped with life.  Thus ended the life of the excellent emperor Decius.

To him succeeded Gallus; who declared his son Volusianus his associate in the empire, and published an open declaration, that Decius and his army perished by his contrivance.  The Barbarians now became more prosperous than before.  For Gallus not only permitted them to return home with the plunder, but promised to pay them annually a sum of money, and allowed them to carry off all the noblest captives; most of whom had been taken at Philippopolis in Thrace.

Gallus, having made these regulations, came to Rome, priding himself on the peace he had made with the Barbarians.  And though he at first spoke with approbation of Decius’s mode of government, and adopted one of his sons, yet, after some time was elapsed, fearing that some of them who were fond of new projects might recur to a recapitulation of the princely virtues of Decius, and therefore might at some opportunity give the empire to his son, he concerted the young man’s destruction, without regard either to his own adoption of him, or to common honour and justice.

Gallus was so supine in the administration of the empire, that the Scythians in the first place terrified all the neighbouring nations, and then laid waste all the countries as far by degrees as the sea coast; not leaving one nation subject to the Romans unpillaged, and taking almost all the unfortified towns, and many that were fortified.  Besides the war on every side, which was insupportably burdensome to them, the cities and villages were infested with a pestilence, which swept away the remainder of mankind in those regions; nor was so great a mortality ever known in any former period.

At this crisis, observing that the emperors were unable to defend the state, but neglected all without the walls of Rome, the Goths, the Borani, the Urugundi, and the Carpi once more plundered the cities of Europe of all that had been left in them; while in another quarter, the Persians invaded Asia, in which they acquired possession of Mesopotamia, and proceeded even as far as Antioch in Syria, took that city, which is the metropolis of all the east, destroyed many of the inhabitants, and carried the remainder into captivity, returning home with immense plunder, after they had destroyed all the buildings in the city, both public and private, without meeting with the least resistance.  And indeed the Persians had a fair opportunity to have made themselves masters of all Asia, had they not been so overjoyed at their excessive spoils, as to be contented with keeping and carrying home what they had acquired.

Meantime the Scythians of Europe were in perfect security and went over into Asia, spoiling all the country as far as Cappadocia, Pesinus, and Ephesus, until Aemilianus, commander of the Pannonian legions, endeavouring as much as possible to encourage his troops, whom the prosperity of the Barbarians had so disheartened that they durst not face them, and reminding them of the renown of Roman courage, surprised the Barbarians that were in that neighbourhood.  Having destroyed great numbers of them, and led his forces into their country, removing every obstruction to his progress, and at length freeing the subjects of the Roman empire from their ferocity, he was appointed emperor by his army.  On this he collected all the forces of that country, who were becoming more bold since his successes against the Barbarians, and directed his march towards Italy, with the design of fighting Gallus, who was at yet unprepared to contend with him.  For Gallus had never heard of what had occurred in the east, and therefore made only what accidental preparations were in his reach, while Valerianus went to bring the Celtic and German legions.  But Aemilianus advanced with great speed into Italy, and the armies were very near to each other, when the soldiers of Gallus, reflecting that his force was much inferior to the enemy both in number and strength, and likewise that he was a negligent indolent man, put him and his son to death, and going over to the party of Aemilianus, appeared to establish his authority.

But Valerianus brought into Italy from beyond the Alps a vast army, with which he deemed himself secure of conquering Aemilianus.  The soldiers of Aemilianus, who saw that his conduct was more like that of a private sentinel than of an emperor, now put him to death unfit for so weighty a charge.

By these means Valerianus became emperor with universal consent, and employed himself in the regulation of affairs.  But the excursions of the Scythians, and of the Marcomanni, who made an inroad into all the countries adjacent to the empire, reduced Thessalonica to extreme danger; and though they were with much difficulty compelled to raise the siege by the brave defence of those within, yet all Greece was in alarm.  The Athenians repaired their walls, which they have never thought worth their care since Sylla threw them down.  The Peloponnesians likewise fortified the Isthmus, and all Greece put itself upon its guard for the general security.

Valerianus, perceiving the empire in danger on every side, associated his son Gallienus with himself in the government and went himself into the east to oppose the Persians.  He entrusted to his son the care of the forces in Europe, thus leaving him to resist the Barbarians who poured in upon him in every direction.  As the Germans were the most troublesome enemies, and harassed the Gauls in the vicinity of the Rhine, Gallienus marched against them in person, leaving his officers to repel with the forces under their command any others that should enter Italy, Illyricum, and Greece.  With these designs, he possessed himself of and defended the passages of the Rhine, at one time preventing their crossing, and at another engaging them as soon as they had crossed it.  But having only a small force to resist an immense number, he was at a loss how to act, and thought to secure himself by a league with one of the German princes.  He thus not only prevented the other Barbarians from so frequently passing the Rhine, but obstructed the access of auxiliaries.

Meanwhile the Borani, the Gothi, the Carpi, and the Urugundi, nations that dwell on the Ister, left no part of Italy or Illyricum unpillaged, but devastated all without any opposition.  The Borani, indeed, attempted to pass over into Asia, which they easily effected by the aid of those that reside on the Bosphorus, who were induced more through fear than good-will to supply them with vessels, and to guide them in their passage.  For though while they were governed by their own kinds, who succeeded in an hereditary descent, they had always kept the Scythians out of Asia, either from the regard they had for the Romans, or for the sake of their commerce, or out of gratitude for the annual presents sent them by their kings; yet subsequently, when the royal line was extinct, and the authority had fallen into the hands of mean and worthless individuals, they yielded to fear, and gave the Scythians a free ingress into Asia, even carrying them over in their own ships.

While the Scythians plundered all before them, the people who inhabited on the sea-coast of Pontus, removed into the fortified towns in the interior; the barbarians at the same time making an attack on Pityus, which is surrounded by a strong wall, and possesses a convenient harbour.  But Successianus, who commanded the army there, made so vigorous a defence, that the Barbarians were routed, and in such dread lest the other garrisons hearing what was done might join with that of Pityus and totally destroy them, that they hastened with the utmost speed to their ships, and returned home under great hazard, having lost many of their companions at the battle of Pityus.  Thus the inhabitants of the vicinity of the Euxine sea, who owed their preservation to the conduct of Successianus, were relieved from all present apprehension lest the Scythians after this repulse should pay them another visit.  But while Valerianus sent for Successianus, made him prefect of the court, and consulted with him about the repairing of Antioch, the Scythians procured ships from the Bosphorans, and again crossed the streight.  The inhabitants of the other side retained the vessels, and would not permit the Bosphorus to take them home again, as they had before done, on which they advanced into the country near to Phasis, where is the temple of Diana, called from the place Phasiana, and the palace of king Aeeta; and having made a fruitless attempt to take that temple, proceeded direct to Pityus.  Having there seized on the castle, and turned out the garrison, they advanced forward; and as they had a large navy into which they put all the captives who were able to manage an oar, they sailed with favourable weather, which continued almost the whole summer, towards Trapezus.  This is a large and populous city, and was then guarded by ten thousand men above the usual complement.  When they commenced a siege of it, they did not therefore even imagine that they should succeed, as it was surrounded by two wall; but when they observed that the soldiers were addicted to sloth and inebriety, and that instead of continuing on guard, they were always in search of pleasures and debauchery, they piled against the walls trees which they had prepared for the purpose of scaling it, on which their troops mounted in the night and took the city.  The soldiers within were struck with consternation at the sudden and unexpected assault; some of them succeeded in escaping through the gates; the rest were slaughtered by the enemy.  Having thus got possession of the palace, the Barbarians acquired an incredible quantity of money, besides a very great number of slaves; for almost all the inhabitants of the country had fled for refuge into that city, as it was strongly fortified.  Having demolished all the temples and houses, and every thing that contributed to the grandeur or ornament of the city, and devastated the adjacent country, they returned home with a great number of ships.  When the neighbouring Scythians perceived the booty they had acquired, they determined on making a similar attempt, and for that purpose prepared a fleet, which their captives, and others who through necessity had taken up their abode among them, assisted them in building.  They resolved however not to set out as the Borani had, because it was tedious and hazardous to sail that way, and they would have to pass through places that were already plundered.  They staid therefore until winter, and then leaving to their left the Euxine sea, and to the right the Ister, Tomes, and Anchialus, while their land forces marched as quickly as they could along the shore, they arrived at the lake of Phileatina, which lies to the west of Byzantium near the Pontus.  Finding that the fishermen of that lake had concealed themselves and their vessels in the neighbouring fens, they made an agreement with them, to put their land forces on board the fishermen’s boats, and sailed forward in order to pass the straight between Byzantium
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