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Chapter 1. Justinian, 527-65: Could he have done more to restore the Western Empire, or avoided major disasters, with better luck or judgement?  
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1.  The West and Justinian. 

Justinian the ‘self-made’ peasant-turned-Emperor and alleged tyrant: some parallels?

Justinian achieved a large-scale revival of the Empire in geographical terms by his reconquests of North Africa, Italy, and southern Spain from 533. However, this came at considerable costs in finance and manpower not to mention the suffering of the peoples affected by his remorseless campaigns, especially in Italy once the Goths started to fight back successfully after 540. His reputation has thus been ambiguous despite his achievements, and this was the case in his own lifetime. The differing portrayals of his motivation and successes in three works by his general Belisarius’ secretary Procopius – the ‘official’ account of  his Persian and Western wars and his construction-projects, the ‘Wars’ and the ‘Buildings’, and the ‘unofficial’ account of his Court in the ‘Anecdota’ – show the ambivalence of one major eye-witness about his efforts. It highlights important questions. Was the vast expenditure of time, money, and lives worth it, or did the remorseless and insatiably ambitious Emperor exhaust his realm to no good purpose? Was consolidation needed rather than endless Imperial initiatives? If the Empire was to be committed to warfare and not consolidation after 528, in order to build up the prestige of the new dynasty, would Sassanid Persia have been a more useful target given its long-term hostility shown in the unprovoked attack on Syria in 540? Whether it was intended seriously or as an exercise in literary satire, Procopius even referred to beliefs that the Emperor was literally a monster, a demon who wandered around his Palace headless at night (an exaggerated reference to insomnia?) and had set about ruining the Empire deliberately 1.

Justinian literally left his imprint on his capital and Empire, with his huge new cathedral of the ‘Holy Wisdom’ in Constantinople surviving to this day as the dominant feature of Istanbul. The cathedral indeed hints at the nature of his own vision, as a structured reordering and celebration of the world and a reflection of the glories of Heaven, with the Empire and its capital as the earthly equivalent of Heaven (ie purged of imperfections which could mean non-Christians and ‘heretics’). His ambitions were clearly immense, and so was his determination to order the Roman world according to his beliefs. Interference in Christian theological controversy to attempt a Chalcedonian/ ‘Monophysite’ compromise and end the divisions among God’s chosen people the Romans was not new as his predecessors Zeno (ruled 474-5, 476-91) and Anastasius (ruled 491-518) had done it. Indeed, his seeking a form of doctrinal compromise acceptable to both factions went further and was more thorough than theirs but was in the same vein. This embarrassment of a major Christological division between the ‘faithful’ had existed ever since the first Christianisation of the Empire, and the man responsible for the conversion – Constantinople’s founder Constantine ‘the Great’ – had chaired the first Church Council to determine doctrine at Nicaea in 325 and had then sought to unify the warring factions. He had seen himself as the ‘thirteenth Apostle’, and Justinian acted in that tradition. It was the established role of the Emperor, not a case of megalomania by the tireless new ruler. The (to modern eyes) arcane but theologically crucial dispute over whether Christ had one nature (human, post-Incarnation, and divine fused into one) or two (separate and non-fused) had riven the Church in the fifth century, and the triumph of the ‘Duophysites’ (believers in two natures of Christ), the mainstream Catholic/Orthodox Churches, was not assured at this point. As a result, this faction arguably were not in a secure position where they could afford to be generous and tolerant, for fear of being sidelined. This clash had been added to by other ‘heresies’ which had powerful patrons and, in the case of ‘Nestorianism’, invented by 420s Patriarch Nestorius of Constantinople, a senior Syrian theologian, had temporarily secured official support in the capital from the impressionable Emperor Theodosius II. Successive Church Councils had backed rival theological formulas and denounced their digraced rivals as blasphemers. In addition, the lead in defending the orthodox/‘Catholic’ doctrine agreed at Nicaea had at times been taken by the Church leadership in Egypt rather than at Constantinople. The eventual emergence of the latter as staunchly orthodox and a militant defender of Catholicism had not been a foregone conclusion; nor had the notion that the capital’s Church, which had not been founded by an Apostle like Antioch and Alexandria so it lacked prestige, would enforce its will on the Churches in the outer provinces. Both were relatively newly established when Justinian’s uncle and patron Justin came to the throne in 518, and Justinian built on this and made his own theological innovations in a bid to restore unity by consensus backed up by the threat of force.

Justinian’s attack on residual ‘paganism’, the system of beliefs in a multitude of deities and lesser spirits followed by the populace before the arrival of Christianity and still prevalent in rural areas and (in the form of intellecturally complex Neoplatonism) among certain learned philosophers, was the most determined Imperial legal persecution since Theodosius ‘the Great’s in the early 390s. The idea of the Emperor as the ultimate theological arbiter, the ‘thirteenth Apostle’, had been invented by Constantine, although this was only a logical extension of the interference in subjects’ (public) beliefs commenced by his ‘pagan’ predecessor Diocletian who had banned Christianity. Previous Emperors had changed the State religion from time to time between orthodox and ‘Monophysite’ Christianity, but Justinian clearly intended to act decisively in this tradition throughout his rule and achieve a final solution to this problem, intervening in religious matters from 529 to 565. Among his last acts was to sack the then Patriarch of Constantinople for defying his wishes and to install a compliant successor, and only his death forestalled yet another ‘showdown’ with infuriated orthodox clerics.

There is an interesting psychological element here, in that he was a self-educated, self-made ex-peasant ‘careerist’ setting himself up as the Empire’s ultimate authority on correct doctrine, possibly a parallel with two modern rulers of similar background and interests, Stalin and Mao. In all three cases, the dynamic but controversial rulers emerged unexpectedly as major figures at a time of epoch-making change for their states, coming to power against rather than as part of the established elites, and wrenched the course of these regimes’ and societies’ development forcibly in new directions. Violence and the purging of rivals accompanied their successes, and their achievements were enormous but acquired at heavy cost. Their struggle for power and mistrust of and by the men they elbowed aside also arguably shaped their ‘will to power’ and paranoid brutality, with the questions arising with all of them as to how things could have been different or if the costs they imposed were too great for the stability and prosperity of their states. All three emerged from the rural peasantry, rather than from their states’ capitals, and all were largely self-educated with Justinian and Stalin being the personal proteges and useful assistants of their initial patrons – Emperor Justin of the surviving, Eastern half of the Roman Empire (r. 518-27) and Bolshevik leader Vladimir Ulyanov, ‘Lenin’. Stalin was a ‘provincial’ outsider from a remote area of his empire, Georgia, brought up in poverty in a hut which still survives as a museum (at Gori), and Mao was also a rural peasant boy who came to his empire’s capital Beijing as a teenager. Brought up in a remote inland Balkan village which he later made a provincial capital, Justinian came to the capital to make his fortune once his Guards officer uncle Justin (allegedly illiterate) was prospering in his career. All three of these autocrats were thought unlikely to secure supreme power against better-connected ‘elite’ careerists, but outfoxed them. Justinian was a minor political actor a few years before his accession. Even when his uncle Justin was elected as a compromise candidate to succeed Emperor Anastasius in July 518, he lacked the military power of ex-rebel general Vitalian, the dynamic defender of Orthodox Christianity in a recent rebellion, who he later outmanouevured and allegedly killed. Stalin dealt with his ex-Minister of War rival and Russian Civil War ‘organiser of victory’ Leon Trotsky similarly. In Mao’s case, he was a very minor actor in the feud-riven Chinese Communist Party in the 1920s and only emerged as its dominant figure when the long struggle with better-resourced Chiang Kai-Shek’s ‘Kuomintang’ party left his Communist enclave, moved from south-central China to the safer north-west in the epic ‘Long March’) as the party’s strongest redoubt safe from the Japanese invasion after 1937.  Justinian, Stalin and Mao all came from lower-class rural origins that were arguably reflected in their unscrupulous methods of seizing and holding power and dislike of their capitals’ elite – and the phenomenon of a brutal ‘self-made’ peasant dictator (Emperor) was also present in dynastic founders throughout Chinese history (such as the ‘Hong Wu’ Emperor, founder of the Ming in 1367). The ‘building mania’ of Justinian was also present in assorted Chinese dynastic founders who sought to impose their own vision and create a new or altered capital, as with the re-creation of the city of Beijing as Imperial capital in the early C15th with its own ‘Sacred Palace’ like Constantinople’s with its orderly ceremonies reflecting Heaven -  the ‘Forbidden City’.  As Justinian had intense interest in ‘correct’ thought as a self-taught theologian, so ex-clerical seminary student Stalin and ex-librarian Mao devised precise and changing doctrine for their followers to believe – and changed it at their whim. Their most brutal and successful ‘enforcers’ also had a tendency to be backed up as long as they were politically useful and then ‘dumped’ suddenly amidst suspicion of alleged plots, as with Justinian’s finance-minister John ‘the Cappadocian’, Stalin’s successive police-chiefs Yagoda and Yezhov, and Mao’s lieutenant Lin Biao. All three portrayed and no doubt believed in themselves as the inspired agents of ‘inevitable’ progress as shown by contemporary philosophy, be it in the Bible or the works of Karl Marx, though in Justinian’s case contemporary superstition meant that he was doing God’s will by establishing correct belief and so bringing Divine favour on the Empire.

As of 532-3 when the Western reconquest was planned, the new Emperor had a lot to prove. He had emerged from obscurity as his uncle’s ’strongman’, outwitting and possibly murdering his military rival Vitalian. His own rank as ‘Master of Soldiers’, supreme infantry commander, to Justin was a political one not due to military prowess, and he never commanded personally in war. In the early years of Justin’s reign, Vitalian, a former rebel (commander of the ‘federates’, ie non-Roman mercenaries, in Thrace) in the name of orthodoxy against Anastasius’ ‘pro-Monophysite’ measures, had indeed overshadowed the less experienced Justinian. Vitalian was a hero of the violently pro-orthodox crowds in the capital, and could thus possibly call on popular support for a revolt if he turned on Justin. He had defeated Anastasius’ armies but failed to take Constantinople in 513-14 and had been bought off with a senior command and assurances of a Church Council to endorse Empire-wide orthodoxy, which were not carried out. Vitalian was thus a potential rival to Justinian as successor to Justin in 518-19, but was fobbed off with a consulship and later quietly murdered. Had he had more political skill and ruthlessness than Justinian, he might well have been Emperor in 527. His (and others’) potential outflanking of Justin and Justinian as champions of orthodoxy in the 520s should be borne in mind in considering why the pair were so ostentatiously ‘hard-line’ in their orthodoxy at the time. Arguably Justin and Justinian had good political reasons to pursue so aggressive a religious policy, in protecting their new regime’s reputation, but they also seem to have been genuinely less tolerant than Anastasius, though Justinian was to prove himself theologically flexible.

In contrast to the earlier ‘self-made’ strongmen of the Roman Empire who had come from the Balkan peasantry, eg C3rd ‘Restitutor  Orbis’/‘restorer of the world’ Aurelian (d. 275) and Constantine’s father Constantius I (d. 305), Justinian was not a successful general but a civilian and so at a potential disadvantage when dealing with frontier commanders. Would they always obey him? The crucial events of his early reign were an inconclusive frontier war with Persia, where his main lieutenant Belisarius showed his military genius, religious repression of pagans that touched off a revolt in Palestine, and a violent rebellion against his oppressive taxes in Constantinople in 532 that ended with the city centre in flames and him setting his troops on the crowds in the Hippodrome and reputedly slaughtering thousands. Arguably a major ‘reboot’ was needed for his reign, and this was certainly carried through, albeit at an immense cost – although his obsessive political, military, and religious meddling had begun well before the 532 Nika Revolt so they were not just intended as a distraction after that incident. His towering achievements in 38 years as Emperor from 527-65, and the huge costs involved, argued over by succeeding generations, can be compared to those of Stalin in Russia and Mao in China. Both rulers bore similarities to him, being ex-peasants risen to supreme power like Justinian, self-taught masters of political cunning, and ‘outsiders’ whose rise to prominence was unexpected, grandiose in vision but paranoid and callous about massive losses in life due to their policies. Stalin was not seen as the inevitable successor to Lenin in 1920-4 as he was both a non-Russian (Georgian) and a bureaucrat, owing his rise to power to his manoeuvres and quiet building up of allies as General Secretary of the CPSU (Communist Party of the Soviet Union) and outmaneovuring the ‘flashy’ but distrusted ex-Minister of War and Civil War co-ordinator, Leon Trotsky. Mao was a junior provincial Communist leader who merely ran one local region’s autonomous ‘statelet’ in south-central China in the chaos of the late 1920s and early 1930s, and nobody would have put a bet on him as emerging as their national leader but for his relocation to Xian in NW China in 1935 and then the Japanese invasion of 1937. All three leaders slaughtered their subjects with indifference and purged close associates with paranoid fear of their ambitions. The origins and reputation of Justinian’s talented but vindictive ex-actresss wife Theodora had some similarities to those of Mao’s fourth and most famous wife Jiang Qing, as did her alleged penchant for using her rank to settle old scores. Both were supposed to have been sensitive about their ’sordid’ careers in the theatre and to have wanted to eliminate witnesses who could embarrass them. Justinian was also as obsessed with defining and imposing ‘correct’ politico-theological thought as Stalin and Mao; all three were self-taught and keen to show off their expertise. Indeed, Mao – like Justinian – was to ‘rewrite’ history to downplay the importance of his predecessors and rivals and ignore their greater pragmatism in pursuit of ideological purity. Stalin was notorious for having his exiled foe Trotsky removed from official photographs of events in the opening years of the Bolshevik regime, especially of the Russian Revolution, and where possible putting himself in them instead so as to make himself seem to have been Lenin’s chief lieutenant since 1917 rather than having been plucked from a minor role to be the first General Secretary of the Communist Party in 1922.

There is also an interesting parallel with the ‘restoration of the old Empire’ across its  ‘classical’ boundaries attempted by the new, aggressive dynasty of the Sui in China in the 580s – like in Justinian’s case, a much larger ‘full-size’ Empire of centuries before (the Han) had been broken up for generations and the surviving, revitalised  Imperial state sought to reunify its ancient domains by force. The original capital and its region on the Yellow River in the North had been lost to a succession of ‘barbarian’ (in this case non-Chinese or Sinicised nomad and/or warlord) states in the C4th, though these adopted Sinicised titles and governing methods for their elites as Theodoric did in post-Roman Italy. The Chinese Imperial state survived in a originally peripheral area, not the capital, ie southern China on the Yangtze River, with a new capital (Nanjing). It then reconquered the North in an aggressive series of campaigns launched from the new Imperial capital and the lands that had once belonged to the much larger classical state were brought under its control. The ‘lost’ lands of the North, like ex-Roman Gaul, Spain, and Italy, were still occupied by people ‘culturally’ and ethnically kin to the ‘reconqueror’, but were ruled by alien lords. In the Chinese case the reconquest was successful – but the Sui had a much larger army than Justinian did and did not face the major distraction that he did from his Persian neighbours. In both cases, it was seen, at least in the Imperial Palace leadership, as a necessary corollary of revitalising the state and giving legitimacy to a new dynasty to reacquire its lost lands and recapture lost glories. In more practical terms, turning the energies of the armed forces and the ruling elite against its neighbours decreased the risks of civil war resuming, although the Eastern Romans had the advantage over Sui China in having kept a clear line of legitimate inheritance for their rulers from the larger Empire of the past, plus unbroken rule of the latter’s capital city. The Roman Empire also now avoided the Chinese (and under the latter’s influence) Japanese tradition of new dynasties ‘relaunching’ their regime by building new capitals, though both Diocletian and Constantine had done this (at Nicomedia in Bithynia and ‘New Rome’ ie Constantinople). 

Was the Gothic war too much of a gamble and a case of Imperial over-confidence?

Justinian’s Western conquests diverted the Empire away from confronting the arguably greater threat of Persia – whose ‘Great King’ Chosroes I sacked Antioch, second city of the Empire, while Justinian was preoccupied with the West in 540. The Germanic states of the former Western Empire which he attacked were no threat, unlike Persia. The menace of the Vandal fleet in North Africa to Greek/Illyrian coasts had ended with the death of that kingdom’s founder Gaiseric in 477 and the Goths, the most coherent Germanic military force in the region, had been induced to move from the Balkans to Italy by Emperor Zeno in 489/90. The ‘East Goth’/‘Ostrogoth’ warlord  Theodoric the Amal had duly ended up as the new ruler of Italy. He was recognised by the Eastern Empire as its viceroy and ruled a mixed Roman and German population from the Adriatic port of Ravenna with the Senate and the Papacy in effect in charge of the old capital, Rome, without much Gothic interference. Italy was at peace under a wise and disciplined statesman who had had a Roman education in Constaninople, and was in thrall to its civilization, with its agriculture and provincial towns prospering after the end of the instability of the mid-C5th at Theodoric’s conquest in 489-93. This move of the Goths to Italy by Emperor Zeno, himself a ‘non-elite’ provincial ‘new man’ like Justinian (he had been a SE Asia Minor tribal chieftain), and an insecure ruler once removed by his pro-Monophysite rival Basiliscus in 475, had ended the threatening post-376 Germanic presence South of the Danube and enabled the Empire to reassert full control of the inland Balkans as far as that river. However, raids from the Wallachian steppes by nomads (Huns or Bulgars) had continued and Zeno’s successor Anastasius had constructed a ‘Long Wall’ across the ‘neck’ of the peninsula West of the Bosphorus to defend the capital’s suburbs from raids. Ruling in a similar manner to a Late Roman ‘Western’ Emperor from Ravenna not Rome, Theodoric had kept up good relations with the East until his final years, when a series of arrests of such leading figures as the senatorial philosopher Boethius may imply a degree of paranoia on his part at their potential as an Eastern ‘fifth column’ and/or the hostile intentions of Justin’s Catholic/ Orthodox regime to his own ‘heretic’ Arian government. His military ambitions had been centred on the other post-Roman Germanic realms of the West, not his ex-foes in Constantinople, and when the Catholic Frankish warlord Clovis had destroyed the army of his fellow-Gothic regime in Spain/Aquitaine in 507 and killed its king Alaric II, Theodoric had intervened to save Gothic Spain from Frankish conquest. Theodoric’s death in 526 had led to a hiatus in the Goths’ politico-military co-ordination under his ineffective young grandson Athalaric and the latter’s mother Amalasuntha, neither of them hostile to the Empire or inclined towards expansion into the Goths’ old area of activity in Roman Illyria. The death of Athalaric, apparently from alcoholic excess, and the murder of the more capable Amalasuntha by her second husband Theodahad were the immediate background to the Emperor’s decision to attack Italy in 535-6, with a peace-mission from Theodahad being rejected. An Eastern attack at some stage on an excuse was a reasonable assumption given Justinian’s restless ambition. The relative ease of the Vandal campaign, where the enemy crumbled within months as Belisarius’ small army landed in what is now Tunisia in 533, would have boosted Imperial confidence of easy success in Italy too. The lazy Vandal king Gelimer had given up the struggle after his main army was defeated and accepted an offer of a privileged exile, along with his entourage and portable property, in Constantinople with his once-formidable army crumbling, so it could be assumed that the feuding Goths would collapse likewise. Whether the risk of spending scarce resources on reconquering two states which were not a threat to the Empire was justifiable is another matter, but to ‘the’ Roman Emperor, albeit one not ruling in Rome, reuniting his Empire under Roman rule was logical, and to a militantly orthodox Emperor driving out heretic Arian ‘usurpers’ like Gelimer and Theodahad was his duty to God and the Church. The Vandals had been persecuting Catholic Christians and sending their ecclesiastical leadership into exile as forced labour only a couple of decades earlier. As a result, it could be argued that this threat could resume, although despite the ‘publicity coup’ the persecution in Africa provided for the Catholic Church, the purge was more about Vandal fears of them as a ‘fifth column’ for the Empire than about religion alone. But Theodoric and his Gothic elite had lived on good terms with the Italian Catholic population, albeit usually separate from them and worshipping separately in Arian churches, and had never interfered with the Papacy or with freedom of worship.

In military terms the attack on Italy was a gamble, given the extent of Gothic manpower. Theodoric had taken an unquantifiable but relatively large ‘people in arms’ from the Balkans to Italy to overthrow the rule of Odovacar in 489-90 and had settled his troops across the country. Enough of a militarily-trained and war-ready elite of officers plus their ‘junior ranks’ had survived forty years of peaceful Romanised living in Italy for the Goths to be able to rally quickly and besiege Justinian’s invaders in Rome in 536-7, though this may well have been a surprise to the over-confident Emperor. The ‘Vandals’ in North Africa, who probably included the descendants of non-Vandal Germans involved in Gaiseric’s invasion of 428 from Spain plus locals in Germanic service as a ‘people’ were often not ethnically monolithic, had been overcome relatively easily in one campaign and were allegedly enervated by the climate and/or Roman luxuries. Nor had they had aggressive and martial leadership in recent decades so they were probably not used to prolonged warfare. Their king Gelimer, a usurper of dubious right to the throne, duly gave up the war after his initial counter-attack on occupied Carthage was driven back and his ‘rear’ base in the countryside starved out in winter 533-4. From then on the sporadic resistance in the hinterland seems to have been mainly by the local pre-Germanic (and pre-Roman ) ‘Berber’ tribesmen. Indeed, once the main coastal towns and a few inland centres like Hippo Regius were occupied, any resistance would be driven into sparsely-inhabited, infertile mountains which could not support a large army – and the Germanic Vandals were not used to the harsh terrain and climate of the Saharan fringes. Italy was a different matter militarily, with more territory to occupy, tracts of countryside and mountains to use for guerrilla war, more walled towns that could be defended, extended communication-lines if the Imperial troops had to fight in the Po valley where many Goths had settled, and the Alps for the Goths to retreat to. Across the mountains lay the ‘Merovingian’-led realm of the Franks under the sons of their founder Clovis, who were perturbed enough at the Roman threat to invade Northern Italy on a Gothic appeal in 539-40, although they looted and killed on their own account and were unreliable allies. With Persia restive and dabbling in rebellion in Armenia as of 539-40, was it too ambitious to attempt to retake all Italy? The hiatus in Persian aggression after ‘Great King’ Kavadh’s death in 531, accompanied by a treaty delineating ‘spheres of influence’ in the contested western Caucasus, opened a ‘window of opportunity’ for a Western war – but was Justinian too sanguine that peace would last? The fact that Belisarius was sent to Italy with an army that, when it took Naples and moved North on Rome, which was the main part of the expeditionary force, tasked with its most important mission, was at best half the size of the force that had retaken North Africa. This would imply that Justinian was confident that the enemy’s morale was poor and they would crumble quickly. At this point, the wavering new king Theodahad was keener on negotiating than fighting, though he did belatedly recover his nerve, and was deposed and murdered by ‘hard-liners’ led by his more competent officer Witigis anyway. The outcome of this coup, Belisarius being besieged in Rome by the rallying and much larger Gothic army and barely having enough men to man the walls plus no ‘relief-force’ within reach, seems to highlight Imperial miscalculation and/or a decision by Justinian to gamble on an attack by a small expedition rather than stripping the more vital Eastern frontier of too many troops. He certainly did not realise that the ‘illegitimate’, unpopular, and temporising Theodahad plus a faction-ridden Gothic court did not fatally undermine Gothic resistance, or that the Gothic military forces in northern Italy were large, well-led, and capable enough to stage a huge attack on Rome. Possibly Justinian had false hopes from the fact that after the death of Theodoric’s predecessor as the ruling German ‘strongman’ in Italy, Odovacar, after the fall of Ravenna in 490, his army had crumbled and let the Goths take over. However, Odovacar had been the ‘one-man’ key leader in an uneasy coalition of mixed Germanic tribesmen that had taken over Italy in 476, which fell to pieces without him. The Goths, by contrast, were a more cohesive elite not reliant on one man, although we should beware of assuming that all those who saw themselves as ‘Goths’ in the 530s were ethnically Gothic as opposed to having chosen this identity by serving at Theodoric’s court or in his army. The ethnic composition of most contemporary ‘leadership elites’ was fluid – as it was in Constantinople too with its many Germanic officers.

The Goths retained enough ‘esprit de corps’ to rally under a more dynamic leader than Theodahad in 536 – as they were to do again in 541-2 under Totila after Witigis’ defeat. It would have been safer to just secure Sicily – a vital link to the reconquered province of North Africa – and if feasible Naples, then halt the Roman troops in Campania pending any successful treaty (or not) with Theodahad and/or the ‘handover’ of Amalasuntha which Justinian’s envoys were demanding. Instead, Belisarius made a risky ‘dash’ to Rome without knowing the exact situation regarding Gothic resilience or their military strength in the Po valley – presumably with Justinian’s orders covering this advance or had been given a ‘free hand’ to act as he saw fit. However, Justinian’s critics should not overlook the fact that he had sent a separate, though small, army up the East coast of the Adriatic under Mundo to attack Northern Italy in the rear via Venetia. This was intended to distract the Gothic army in the Po valley, but it was forestalled by being intercepted and halted by a local Gothic army en route in Dalmatia. Mundo was killed in a minor clash while pursuing some Goths after the latter’s successful ambush and killing of his son, though this was not fatal to his largely undamaged force which still had a capable general in his lieutenant Constantinian, and the Goths later pulled back to Italy. Without this setback, Imperial troops from the Balkans under Mundo or Constantinian would have been invading the Gothic ‘heartland’ North of the Po from Istria in late 536 or Spring 537, presumably drawing much of Witigis’ army away from the siege of Rome to save their homes and families. It was the Dalmatian battle and the news that Mundo had been killed that gave Theodahad the nerve to abandon his early offer to surrender to Belisarius. The decision to fight was, however, fatal to him, as he was unable to organise or lead the resultant defensive war adequately, faced deposition as the more capable Witigis was elected by dissident officers, and was murdered as he ignominiously fled North.

If the Eastern army in Dalmatia had not been held up, the Goths would have been taken from two sides by a classic ‘pincer movement’, and Belisarius would not have been so heavily outnumbered in Rome early in 537, although both Roman armies were still dangerously small and there was a large chance of something going wrong with the plan. At best he could have tied Witigis and the main Gothic army down blockading him in Rome until the Dalmatian army took Pavia, crossed the Po, and attacked Ravenna. This would have caused the Goths to face the dilemma of retreating over the Apennines and trying to save their ‘capital’ or abandoning it. Hopefully the Goths would have had to abandon the siege of Rome and straggle back North, and Belisarius and Mundo would have linked up to defeat them in a major and final battle, although larger armies and a coherent plan for Mundo to send fast messengers to Belisarius as soon as he reached northern Italy would have improved their chances of success. The Eastern military strategy would have looked less risky in that case. But having this strategy ‘go to plan’ was a tall order, and Justinian did not send enough troops to Italy to have reserves ready to use if things went wrong; he was carrying on the war ‘on a shoestring’ and was not reckoning on a strong Gothic fightback. As events turned out, it was Belisarius’ ingenuity and skills which saved the small army in Rome and finally forced the Goths to pull back, although apparently the Goths only had enough men to blockade half of the walls (six of the fourteen gates according to eye-witness Procopius) and did not have the flexibility to think of luring Belisarius’ main strength to oppose an attack on one section then stage a surprise attack at the far side of the city. Possibly they lacked much specialist siege-equipment, and a lot of effort went into trying to intercept food-convoys rather than scaling the walls. It was, however, Justinian’s fault that when Belisarius sent his secretary Procopius south to Naples to fetch reinforcements as food started to run short, the ‘rescue force’ that eventually straggled North consisted of three small detachments. The largest consisting of only 3000 men (Isaurian/SE Anatolian mountaineers who manned a supply-fleet that sailed up to Rome’s port, Ostia). 2000 cavalry and a supply-convoy with 500 infantry followed on land up the Via Appia, as co-ordinated from Naples by Belisarius’ wife Antonina, and Witigis lost heart and accepted a crucial three-month truce. By this stage, his plundering troops had stripped the country around Rome of food, and consequently lost local goodwill. His retreat North followed, to the siege of Rimini near Ravenna where the incoming Eastern commander John proved as skilful in defence of the town as Belisarius had been at Rome and the Goths were further demoralised. If Belisarius had been overwhelmed and killed in Rome or forced to withdraw, it would have been a major psychological reverse, although not a major military one as so few troops were involved. At best there would have followed a ‘Belisarius vs Witigis’ showdown in Campania which Belisarius had the skill to win. The loss of Rome to Witigis in 537 would probably not have shaken the throne in Constantinople, though, as Justinian had usefully had the opportunity to massacre his critics in the capital and kill off his potential rival Hypatius in 532, so there was no obvious challenger. Like Stalin after the German invasion in June 1941 or Mao after the humiliation of the ‘Great Leap Forward’ and the late 1950s famine, the ‘dictator’ would have had the necessary control of the levers of power at home to survive a major blunder.  

Was there any chance of a Romano-Gothic compromise dividing up Italy?

The conquest of central Italy was thus secured in 538 by the tightest of margins. Although prestige dictated that the war continue once Rome and Ravenna had been secured in 538-9, it would arguably have been safer to come to terms then with a truncated Gothic state rather than gamble on outright and full victory. Already the main urban centre in Northern Italy and the former Western Imperial capital, Milan, had been sacked with a major massacre as it rose precipitately against the Goths in 538-9 before the Imperial troops were close enough to rescue it. The Goths’ success in this ‘side-campaign’ owed much to their calling in their Northern neighbours the Franks, whose co-king Theudebert of ‘Austrasia’ (ruler of the eastern part of the kingdom centred on the Rhine valley) then proceeded to burn and loot as far as Genoa on his own account in 540. Quite apart from the misery and, from Justinian’s point of view, loss of future soldiers and tax-payers that this entailed, this highlighted the threat to the formerly prosperous Po valley and the Ligurian coast from the unruly and unpredictable Franks to its North. The Franks now had evidence of how vulnerable the region was to them and they could (and did) return. Even if Witigis had not called them in in 538-9 and the Gothic war had not resulted in the ravaging of these districts and the sack and decline of Milan, the Po valley was at risk of an opportunistic attack over the Alps from the North (or from the NE via Istria) at some point. It is too optimistic to assume that a quick Imperial victory would have led to continuing prosperity and/or an adequate Eastern military defensive force here. For one thing, the plague in 542 would have cut down troop-levels and decimated the agricultural population and hit trade even if there had not been a war at the time to make matters worse, and the restive sons and grandsons of Clovis the Frank would still have been a latent threat with northern Italy a major source of loot for their armies. As related by the 590s clerical historian Gregory of Tours, the Merovingian Frankish warlords of this dynasty mostly hated each other and regularly indulged in inter-family wars and murders. Attracting warriors to an ambitious leader’s army was important – and Italy offered glory and loot, though in the event in 540 Theodebert’s army fell victim to an epidemic and went home. Disaster would have hit the region less suddenly but for the events of 538, and possibly would have been delayed for some decades. This would have made it less easy to blame Justinian, not least if a ruinous Germanic invasion had followed ‘cost-cutting’ troop-reductions or tax-demands by his successors. Justinian would probably not have had the foresight, unless an alert Belisarius had warned him, or the troops to decide that the Franks were too unreliable neighbours to be bribed indefinitely and hence put garrisons in the nearest Alpine passes.

Alternatively, Justinian could have come to a decision to allow a truncated Gothic kingdom to continue in the far North around Pavia after the unexpected Persian attack on Antioch in 540 required him to send a large part of his Italian army East. Arguably the best chance of this politico-military compromise with the Goths would have been if Amalasuntha, a rallying-point for her late father’s loyalists, had still been alive in 538 and not been murdered. It is not clear if Theodahad killed her just out of fear of a counter-coup or if he was asked to do it by other interested parties. His denial of responsibility after the event and pinning the blame on his over-zealous officers guarding her was probably just an excuse aimed at saving himself from her partisans’ revenge, but possibly he would have not dared act if Justinian’s envoy Peter, instructed to ensure her safety, had arrived at his court earlier. One rumour – backed by the wording of some contemporary letters – had it that Theodora had sent a secret message to Theodahad to kill Amalasuntha as she feared the latter’s influence on Justinian should she be evacuated safely to Constantinople. This may just be gossip based on Theodora’s reputed deviousness and vindictiveness, which Procopius played up in his ‘Secret History’; the historian listed a number of other alleged murders by her. It is possible that if Amalasuntha had survived, Justinian would have been sufficiently shaken by the strength of Gothic military resistance in 537-9 to think of installing her and a compliant husband as his chosen sub-rulers of a tributary ‘mini-state’ for the surviving Goths in Northern Italy as cheaper and safer than a long war. In real life, he was to use her daughter as a political pawn in this manner, giving her to his cousin and chosen general for the Italian war in 550, Germanus, to lure Goths to back them not the anti-Imperial ‘rebel’ leader Totila.

Justinian did agree to a Gothic embassy’s overtures and offer to leave them the Po valley at the point (539) when king Witigis and his main army were blockaded in Ravenna with food running out. This argues against a facile interpretation of his ambitions as uniformly unrealistic. He only had limited numbers of men available – Belisarius is supposed to have had an army of around 5000 in Rome at the time of the great siege in 537-8 and the Gothic army was substantially larger at this juncture, if hardly the 150,000 that Procopius (an eye-witness) alleged 2. The Goths were defeated by superior generalship in 537-9 and Witigis was clearly losing heart for fighting by the siege of Ravenna in 539; but they still had substantial resources in the North and were to revive under more determined generals in 541-2 once internecine feuds had been resolved. Winning their co-operation with a sensible offer and preserving their current king as a collaborator was logical, and stood a chance of success, although angry warlike nobles would probably have revolted later. At the time, Justinian clearly preferred to negotiate to risking the siege of Witigis and his main surviving army in Ravenna becoming a stalemate. Belisarius was realistic about Witigis’ lack of ability to deliver a truce ‘long-term’ if he did surrender, was aware of crumbling Gothic morale in Ravenna, and possibly just confident, and it was he who insisted on fighting on in 539 and was able to secure temporary victory, only to be recalled after the Persian attack on Antioch in 540. The Goths notably offered him the Western imperial throne during peace-negotiations, clearly respecting his martial ability and preferring a ruler based in Italy to a distant one on Constantinople. Their warrior nobles probably needed a ‘man on the spot’, and a hero they could respect, to secure their loyalty, not a remote Emperor. In an era of personal leadership and ‘showmanship’ by Germanic kings, this was a logical offer, but so was Belisarius’ hastily turning it down; his suspicious master would never have accepted it and there is the suggestion it possibly permanently soured their relationship 3.  

At this point Justinian needed more troops in the East and so took his ‘eye off the ball’, leaving the last Gothic remnants in the far North with the pause in attack which they needed to elect new war-leaders in 541-2 and resume the war. Perhaps, like George W Bush in Iraq in 2003, he declared ‘mission accomplished’ too soon; but he had pressing reasons for withdrawing troops and sending his best general to the East, and so reducing his garrisons. Totila, the eventual choice of the embattled Gothic military elite to lead the resistance after factional feuds accounted fatally for Urais and Ildebad, was indeed on the point of surrendering his small command to Justinian’s army when he had a better counter-offer from the rebels. Without this matter of timing, would Justinian’s confidence have been correct? The troops and commanders that were left in Northern Italy were clearly insufficient to fight off a determined rebel attack, and they failed to co-operate properly, but they were at a disadvantage as having to adopt a defensive posture against a mobile enemy who knew the area well. The Goths could sit down and starve out their garrisons one by one. According to the abuse heaped on him by Procopius, the new civilian financial commissioner, Alexander the ‘logothete’ (an Eastern/Greek administrative rank), nicknamed ‘the Scissors’ from his coin-clipping activities, was greedy and oppressive and inflamed the citizenry by his extortion. He allegedly underpaid the Imperial soldiers to save money, causing them to live off their neighbourhoods by plundering. This provided Totila with recruits, although the combination of plague plus the Persian war would make it seem likely that even if Alexander had not been so harsh so quickly the Emperor would have been resorting to this sort of tactic later in the 540s and so boosted potential rebels. The plague then heaped further burdens of paying tax on those who survived it and inhibited any immediate despatch of reinforcements West during 542-4, enabling the victorious Goths under Totila to spread out Southwards into central Italy and head into Campania rather than methodically taking all the garrisons en route first. Once the Goths had secured momentum, their success would have attracted men who had been hesitating about surrendering, and the war assumed ever more dangerous levels. It arguably needed quick action by Justinian’s best generals in 543-4 even if he could not send many troops. His reaction was far too slow, and if he could not send many men, he needed a ‘quick strike’ to ambush and cut down Totila in person and so decapitate the enemy leadership – by Belisarius or Narses plus a substantial offer of money to defecting Goths for useful intelligence?

In the event, Belisarius was too short of troops when he reached Ravenna to make much difference. This was arguably mainly due to the raider-ravaged state of the southern Balkans having prevented him mustering more than 4000 volunteers en route to Italy.  The local Imperial troops had been demoralised by a lack of competent leadership, pay, or supplies plus a charismatic Gothic opponent who was ‘running rings’ round them, many of them had defected to the rebels, and even the best strategist in the Empire could do little about these problems as his frustrated (and vain) appeal to Justinian for urgent and adequate military support makes clear 4. The collapse of governmental resources by this point (544) was beyond Justinian’s control due to the plague and the opportunistic treachery of the Persians in renewing their war, but this does not excuse him over some of his worst appointments who made matters worse, most notably the apparently venal and extortionist eunuch commander Bessas as governor of Rome itself. In the crucial siege of the city by Totila in 546 – a military ‘side-show’ but still of symbolic importance – the Imperial commander was accused by Procopius of being keener to ‘fleece’ rich citizens who needed his permission and help to escape the city than to defend it skilfully. In contrast to the 537, attack the ancient capital fell and was sacked. In contrast to the comparable plundering by the Vandals in 455, this time the damage to its civil infrastructure (and to the Senate) was permanent – though the mixture of war and the plague would probably have ruined the Senatorial aristocracy’s landed wealth and power in the long run even if Totila had never progressed beyond northern Italy. Clearly Justinian was more anxious about securing a loyal commander in Rome than in putting one of demonstrable competence in place, and rashly did not bother to insist that Bessas treat his subjects with honesty and generosity, which would have raised morale so it was not just a ‘moral’ issue. At best, the Emperor assumed that his military ‘machine’ was so good that it would function capably under any modestly talented commander, and he disregarded civilians’ treatment or reaction, as he did in his allowing his local garrisons to plunder and rob the provincial Italians despite the risk of them deserting to Totila.

The Gothic kingdom in Italy was no threat to the Empire when Justinian attacked, though that was not the primary issue for Roman policy-makers. Theodoric, a highly successful military leader who had fought the Empire in the 480s, had remained content with his new lands in Italy as an Imperial ally after 490, and his only military action had been to help his Visigothic allies survive a Frankish attack after their defeat by Clovis in 507. He had feared Eastern claims on Italy and a possible revanchist Eastern invasion in the mid-520s, hence his purge of senior Roman nobles like Boethius, but this was a defensive action. It was Persia with its large armoured cavalry squadrons and its claims on Syria which was the only other military ‘super-power’ of the Middle East and conceivable threat to Justinian’s Empire, and its relative quiescence during the mid-late C5th had been due to pressure on its Eastern frontier in Khorasan by the Hephthalite Huns who had now been defeated5. The two states had already clashed indecisively over their Mesopotamian border and control of the western Caucasus in the late 520s – which was where Justinian’s great general Belisarius gained his first successes. In that decade it had been Persia which was on the offensive under Kavadh, seeking to overrun the ‘buffer-state’ of Iberia (central Georgia) and reach the Black Sea, and to secure a client-kingdom in the Yemen under its Jewish ally Dhu-Nuwas. This was a bold move which the Romans responded to by bringing in the Ethiopians of the Christian kingdom of Axum across the Red Sea 6. A Roman merchant fleet from Egypt transported the Axumite army across the sea to Yemen to defeat the Persian/Yemenite army, and according to legend the vanquished Dhu-Nuwas was trapped on the seashore as his army crumbled and rode his horse into the sea to avoid capture. In the mid-520s, the main focus of Roman/Persian strife was thus southern Arabia, with an Imperial ‘grand strategy’ to secure its trade-route from Egypt to India and to aid its fellow-Christians in what was known in Roman times as ‘Arabia Felix’ (and had been considered for conquest by Augustus in the time of Christ). The outcome left the Romans – and Christianity – triumphant to within a few hundred miles of Mecca in the decades before the birth of the Prophet, posing a major ‘What If’ suggestion for future Middle Eastern history. It is indeed possible that in the new importance of the southern Red Sea region for the Empire, the imaginative Justinian could have considered rebuilding a major port on the Gulf of Suez, to stimulate trade to India to increase revenue and/or to install a permanent Roman fleet in the Red Sea to keep Persia at bay. This could then have led to an increased trade-link with India, plus a Roman/Axumite combined trading and naval base at Aden. As Justinian apparently acquired the Empire’s first silkworms to set up silk-weaving by having them smuggled out of China by Roman (or Roman-paid) merchants, he was certainly interested in the financial possibilities of Eastern luxuries. The Western war was clearly a priority, but without the distractions of Totila’s fightback and the plague, the Emperor could have devoted time and resources to the Red Sea–India route in the 540s in order to thwart Persia’s dominant position in the overland trade to and from the Far East. In Justinian’s own favoured Christian world-view, India was the land where Apostle St. Thomas was said to have travelled to set up a mission so it was within the purview of God’s chosen vicegerent. The drain of bullion from the Empire to its Oriental trading-partners had long been an economic problem, however, and rather than the Empire just increasing Indian luxury imports due to a revitalised Red Sea trading-fleet, it would have been more useful for the Emperor (or more plausibly his financially expert adviser John the Cappadocian) to consider redressing the trade-balance with some regular exports to India.

Nor was Persia entirely pacific towards the Empire and thus trustable once ‘Great King’ Kavadh died in 531, despite the philosophical interests of its new monarch Chosroes ‘Anushirvan’ (‘Anushak-ruvan’, ‘Immortal Soul’). It launched an unprovoked attack on Syria in 540, and the Great King led his army in person across the province, extorting money from its cities en route, to sack Antioch (which had had to be rebuilt after a major earthquake in 526 so it was possibly vulnerable). In terms of defence, Justinian had ‘taken his eye off the ball’ in stripping the fortresses of Mesopotamia and the Syrian capital of many troops for the Western campaigns, but as these troops were the most ‘war-ready’, their use for the Western wars was logical. A ‘quick fix’ war in Italy to overwhelm the apparently timid Theodahad, and possibly use a rescued Amalasuntha to divide the Goths’s loyalties in 536-7, need not have posed a risk of the Persians intervening – assuming that they were taken by surprise by the Roman move West. However, once the Gothic war seemed likely to be a ‘long haul’ (ie once Witigis was chosen to lead a Gothic fight-back and attacked Rome), Justinian should have been on the alert in the East, and at least sent some adequate general to command in upper Mesopotamia and do the best he could with a small army. Nor was the 540 attack a ‘one-off’; Persia then fought to gain access to the Black Sea via Lazica in the 540s to the late 550s following local appeals for help against the allegedly profiteering Roman army, and held onto the crucial fortress of Petra until 549. In Mesopotamia, Belisarius and other generals, still with a substantial army estimated at 30,000 on the northern Armenian front as of 542, larger than the main armies in Italy, fought off Persian attacks but did not win all encounters; the war was virtually a stalemate.

Would it have been better for Justinian to concentrate his resources in the 530s on fighting Persia to a standstill and securing more fortresses to gain all of upper Mesopotamia, where the Empire had lost control of strategically vital Nisibis in 364 and needed to extend its defensive ‘glacis’ of fortresses eastwards? Justinian had put down the potentially treacherous Samaritans in Palestine – who had appealed to Kavadh for aid in 530 after the Emperor started to pressurise them into conversion to Christianity – and so prevented that alliance of Persia and non-Orthodox locals which was to overthrow Roman rule in Jerusalem in 614; but Syria was still under threat. The firm allegiance of the local frontier Arabs was also problematic, with the usually pro-Roman Ghassanids not always being reliable in the 540s campaigns. Militarily, the Empire needed to push Persian outposts back down the Euphrates from the current ‘flash-point’ of Dara and stop attacks on the vital if well-fortified Edessa. Or, given Persia’s military resources of armoured cavalry
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