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Каждую ночь

мертвец

приподнимает гробовую плиту

и проверяет на ощупь:

не стерлось ли

имя на камне?

—КУПРИЯНОВ ВЯЧЕСЛАВ, Сумерки тщеславия

Every night

The dead man

Slightly lifts the lid of his tombstone

And checks by touch

Whether his name

Has worn away.

­—VYACHESLAV KUPRIANOV, Twilight of Vanity (tr. P. Sarris)








[image: Map labelled 'The Roman Empire in the Second Century'. The areas shaded include Macedonia, Asia Minor, Syria, Egypt, Spain, Gaul and Britain.]






[image: Map labelled 'The Roman Empire and its neighbours c. 500 CE'. Check long description for details.]


   Description
This map shows the territories and boundaries of the Roman Empire alongside the Sasanian Empire, Ostrogothic Kingdom, Vandal Kingdom, Visigothic Kingdom, Burgundian Kingdom and Frankish Kingdom. End of long description.






[image: Map labelled 'The Mediterranean at the End of Justinian’s Reign'. Check long description for details.]


   Description
This map shows the extent of the territory conquered by Justinian. It includes the Italian cities of Salona, Milan, Rome and Naples, the island of Sicily and Carthage, Tricamarum and Ad Decimum in North Africa. End of long description.
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The map shows landmarks such as Hagia Sophia and Column of Justinian to the east. At the centre, Church of the Holy Apostles, Aqueduct of Valens and the Church of St Polyeuktos are marked. The Church of the Virgin, Blachernae, is marked in the far north of the map and the Golden Gate is the most southerly label. The Cisterns of Aetius and Aspar are also shown towards the north. End of long description.






Introduction

Justinian— The Light and the Shade

In March 2020, as the new coronavirus began spreading like wildfire from its European epicentre in northern Italy, the authorities in the Turkish city of Istanbul were obliged to close the city’s greatest ancient monument to visitors. The Cathedral Church of Hagia Sophia (‘Holy Wisdom’ in Greek) had been formally inaugurated by the Roman emperor Justinian (r. 527–565) in 537, and over the centuries it had served successively as a bastion of Christian spirituality, an Ottoman mosque, and, more recently, a museum—although the Turkish government would soon once again make it a Muslim place of preaching and prayer.1 As the janitors and officials, wrapped from head to toe in masks, gowns, and gloves, began the painstaking task of disinfecting the vast structure, once the largest enclosed space in Christendom, to expunge it of the virus, the angels, archangels, emperors, and saints in the great mosaics adorning its walls, ceilings, and domes, dating from the time of Justinian and his successors to the throne of Constantinople, appeared to look on. Clearing the building seemed to have briefly restored its inner harmony: it was as if the images could now once more enter into dialogue with one another. Pictures transmitted across the globe depicted a scene eerily reminiscent of that evoked by the great Russian poet and dissident Osip Mandel’shtam in the verses he had composed in honour of the monument just over a hundred years earlier:


The church, bathed in peace, is beautiful, and the forty windows are a triumph of light; finest of all are the four archangels in the pendentives beneath the dome.

And the wise, spherical building will outlive nations and centuries, and the resonant sobbing of the seraphim will not warp the dark gilded surfaces.2



The combination of panic and misery which the coronavirus unleashed on the world in the early months of 2020 would have been all too familiar to Justinian. Just as governments and scientists in our own day found themselves suddenly confronting a new and unfamiliar disease, which destabilized even the most sophisticated of economies and regimes, so, too, had Justinian’s reign been rocked by the sudden and seemingly unprecedented appearance of bubonic plague.3 Arriving in the empire just four years after the completion of Hagia Sophia, the pestilence would lay low many hundreds of thousands of the emperor’s subjects. It was even rumoured that Justinian himself, secluded in the imperial palace, had contracted the disease and somehow recovered.

Justinian has long fascinated me—ever since I wrote an undergraduate essay on him in Oxford in the early 1990s in response to the question ‘Did Justinian ruin the empire he set out to restore?’ In many ways, I have spent much of the subsequent thirty years trying to answer that question and attempting to come to terms with the emperor and his reign. Even without the intervention of the plague, Justinian’s career would have stood out from the pages of ancient and medieval history for its energy, ambition, and drama.4

From the imperial capital of Constantinople, which had been founded by the emperor Constantine the Great some two hundred years earlier, Justinian ruled over a vast domain which, at the start of his reign, extended from Greece and the Balkans in the West to the deserts of Syria and Arabia in the East (Map 2). It encompassed not only Asia Minor and Anatolia (modern Turkey), but also the fantastically wealthy territory of Egypt, at the time the most economically productive and sophisticated region of the Mediterranean world. Yet, for all its apparent grandeur, the empire that Justinian inherited in 527 was haunted by a profound sense of anxiety, failure, and insecurity, which the new emperor was determined to address.

A chief, though not the only, cause of anxiety was the fact that although Justinian claimed to be Roman emperor, sole heir and successor to the emperors Augustus, Marcus Aurelius, and Constantine, the area he ruled no longer embraced the Roman Empire’s former core territories of Italy, North Africa, Spain, and Gaul. Along with Britain, these lands had been lost to direct Roman rule as the result of a period of pronounced political and military crisis between roughly 410 and 480 CE. His empire did not even include the city of Rome itself—although the city of Constantinople had long before been accorded the title of ‘New Rome’.5 Glorious and extensive as it was, many already understood the empire of Justinian to be an imperial contradiction. ‘Barbarian’ rulers who had carved out autonomous kingdoms for themselves in the West now openly contested its claims to universal Roman authority.

In response, early in his reign Justinian would spearhead an imperial reconquest of Africa, Italy, and ultimately part of Spain (Map 3). His campaign began in 533, with the daring decision to send an expeditionary force across the sea-lanes of the Mediterranean from Constantinople to what is now Tunis. The former Roman provinces of Africa, embracing much of modern Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco, as well as part of Libya, had been invaded in the middle decades of the fifth century by a group, primarily of Germanic origin, known as the Vandals. From their capital at Carthage, the Vandals had set about establishing a significant maritime presence in the Western Mediterranean, thereby undermining and threatening key Roman interests. Justinian’s expeditionary force, however, caught them off guard, rapidly defeating them in battle and capturing the Vandal king, Gelimer. The entire kingdom passed back into Roman hands. The breathtaking success of this African mission would soon encourage Justinian to direct his armies into Italy in a determined effort to restore Roman rule over the ancient heartland of empire. This attempt, too, would prove largely successful, although in Italy, where Justinian’s armies met with more concerted resistance, the result would be to inflict much greater damage on the fabric of the reconquered territories, including the city of Rome itself, than the ‘barbarian invaders’ of the fifth century had ever done.6

At home, Justinian cracked down on tax evasion by members of the senatorial elite, who repeatedly schemed and plotted against him. He also dramatically overhauled the inherited body of Roman law. Justinian’s aim was to impose order and clarity on the sprawling mass of legal texts governing the administration and regulation of the empire, thus facilitating speedier justice. The reformed law would express one unified vision and will: that of the emperor himself. So effective was this act of autocratic fiat that it is now very difficult to work out in any real detail what Roman law was like before Justinian; the emperor determined the form in which Roman (or ‘civil’) law would survive into the Middle Ages and beyond. Indeed, to this day, principles derived from Justinianic law form the basis of the legal systems operating across much of Europe.7

Whilst locked in political conflict with members of the elite, who often resented his legal and fiscal reforms, the emperor attempted to appeal to the broader populace of Constantinople. He did so by investing in lavish building projects, epitomized by Hagia Sophia, and engaging in prodigious acts of generosity and charity, primarily targeted at the urban poor. Above all, Justinian sought to recast the Roman Empire, turning it more fully into a Christian state, in which religious outsiders, dissidents, and those deemed morally or sexually deviant were subjected to ever more draconian punishments. As churchmen who were deemed ‘heretical’ saw their writings burned on the streets, and were themselves consigned to prison or exile, and as the emperor’s many Jewish subjects found themselves openly discriminated against by state officials, with active imperial encouragement, it became increasingly clear that Justinian’s accession had heralded the advent of a more intolerant age.8 To some of his enemies he was a demon; to some of his admirers he was a saint. But whether they viewed him as a ‘holy emperor’ or a ‘demon king’, many of his contemporaries understood that Justinian was a ruler of remarkable vision and drive.

Justinian helped lay the foundations for Orthodox Byzantium as it took shape in the centuries ahead. In many ways, however, his achievement was more fundamental than that. In his recasting of the Roman state as an ‘Orthodox Republic’ (as he described it in one of his laws), he ultimately laid the ideological and psychological foundations for medieval Christendom as a whole. He also bequeathed a major legacy to the Islamic world that emerged in the Near East in the seventh and eighth centuries.9 On a broader level, through his energetic reform programme, and his no less energetic self-glorification, Justinian recast what it meant to ‘rule’, providing a model of statecraft to which future Byzantine emperors, along with medieval kings, Muslim caliphs, and Ottoman sultans, would come to aspire.

At the same time, a series of factors beyond Justinian’s control undermined his attempts at imperial renewal. Chief amongst these were the rival ambitions of a neighbouring superpower: Persia. Ruling over the lands of what are now Iran and Iraq, the emperors (or shahs) of the Sasanian Empire were by far the most politically, economically, and militarily sophisticated foe that the Romans faced. Just prior to Justinian’s rise to power, warfare between the Romans and Persians had erupted on a massive scale. Containing Persian aggression in Syria and the Caucasus (modern Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan), which the two empires divided between themselves, was thus a pressing concern throughout Justinian’s reign. Further challenges emerged as a result of instability on the Eurasian steppe that brought hordes of Central Asian nomads sweeping westward towards imperial territory, and, crucially, a major period of climatic instability that probably facilitated the arrival of the bubonic plague. It was the first major eruption of that disease in the known history of the Mediterranean world. Justinian’s reign therefore combined unprecedented optimism with unanticipated calamity, severely testing the resilience of both emperor and empire.

To date, many studies of Justinian, especially in English, have focussed on his military policies and adventures rather than on his internal reforms, with historians relying more heavily on sources concerning military history than on the legal and religious sources which reveal his broader policy agenda.10 As a result, few have successfully synthesized the different aspects of his reign. Nor has any single work so far managed to draw out the emperor’s personality, or how Justinian’s personal vision of empire and his policy agenda across the military, legal, religious, and domestic spheres all related to one another and cohered. Yet, as we shall see, especially through his legal works and theological interventions, the emperor’s personal voice comes across much more clearly and consistently than has often been supposed.

These sources enable us to catch the urgent tone of Justinian’s unremitting insistence on the need to elicit divine favour; his constant impatience; his tendency to infuse even the most mundane administrative tasks with spiritual and religious significance; his obsession with detail; and his close personal dependence on his consort, the infamous empress Theodora, so strong that, after her death in 548, his focus would initially begin to drift and his grip on power to loosen. The same sources reveal Justinian’s determination to crush his opponents, and his blistering contempt for those who were seemingly oblivious to the virtues and superiority of imperial Christianity. The emperor’s legislation reveals a man moved by genuine sympathy for the poor, for orphans, and—perhaps with his wife’s encouragement—for widows and other vulnerable women, such as country girls trafficked to Constantinople for the purposes of prostitution. In terms of his own self-representation and interests, Justinian was an emperor deeply immersed in the minutiae of administration and law, a soldier committed to the expansion and defence of the Roman realm (despite his own relative lack of front-line military experience), and a pious Christian preoccupied with the definition and propagation of what he regarded as the ‘true faith’.

In the Church of San Vitale, in the northern Italian city of Ravenna, there stands to this day a magnificent mosaic, dating from the sixth century, depicting the emperor Justinian in procession with his courtiers, across from an equally magnificent mosaic of Theodora and her attendants. The portrait of Justinian that this mosaic preserves is the most famous image that we have of the emperor. As Justinian stares out at us from the walls of the church, it is easy for the viewer to be mesmerized by the radiance of the imperial diadem, or the splendour of the emperor’s bejewelled raiment. Yet the gold, silver, and other luminous tesserae of the emperor’s crown, robes, and visage stand out and captivate primarily by virtue of the darker fragments of glass that frame them. Likewise, Justinian—and his age—were composed of both light and shade, and in order to understand the emperor himself and come to terms with his reign, we have to appreciate both. For Justinian’s reign was marked not only by an unprecedented degree of charity but also by an unprecedented degree of intolerance and cruelty, and the emperor’s strong sense of personal mission and commitment to what he perceived to be the common good was matched by his strongly autocratic tendencies and his keen (and often prickly) sense of his own dignity and pride.

The key message of this book, however, is that despite the many centuries that separate us from Justinian, this very ancient figure remains our contemporary. For as our recent experience of pandemics reminds us, many of the challenges that Justinian faced, and even some of the solutions that he and others devised in response to them, continue to resonate. Above all, the emperor’s legacy remains all around us: in the architecture inspired by his building programme—of which the most beautiful and influential manifestation is surely Hagia Sophia; in our legal systems; and in our culture and history, through Justinian’s fundamental contribution to both the formation of Christendom and the making of the Islamic world. As such, for all his complexity and contradictions, Justinian and the history of his reign continue to speak to us today.




PART 1

The Rise
to Power




Chapter 1

An Empire Divided

CRUCIBLE OF EMPIRE

Even those who knew Justinian up close found him a difficult man to read and understand. The sixth-century writer Procopius was a close colleague of one of the emperor’s most trusted military advisers. Yet in his account of Justinian’s reign, he admitted that he struggled to find words to describe him: Justinian’s character was beyond his ‘powers of accurate speech’.1 The first task in coming to terms with this enigmatic and arresting figure is to make sense of the turbulent world from which Justinian emerged. As we shall see, his keen awareness of a series of military crises and religious controversies that convulsed the Roman Empire in the centuries and decades before his birth was central to his reign. These challenges determined the institutional and political context in which Justinian was obliged to operate, as well as the ideological and cultural milieu that shaped both the emperor and those around him. Justinian and his regime represented the culmination of several centuries of increasingly fraught and dramatic Roman history to which he was determined to respond. As emperor, Justinian would present himself not just as omnipotent ruler, but also at times as historian, theologian, and judge, and to understand why, we must begin with the troubled religious and military history of the Roman Empire in the years that preceded his accession to the throne.

The point of origin of the Roman Empire was, of course, the city of Rome itself, from which Julius Caesar and his heirs had led their armies to conquer and subdue much of Europe and the Mediterranean world. It was also in Rome, in 31 BCE, that Julius Caesar’s adoptive son, Octavian, had declared himself to be first citizen and supreme ruler, claiming the title of Augustus (meaning both ‘venerable’ and ‘superhuman’).2 By the second century CE, Roman rule extended from Britain and Spain in the West to Armenia, Syria, and Palestine in the East, and from the rivers Rhine and Danube in the North to the Atlas Mountains and the far reaches of the Upper Nile in the South (Map 1).

At its second-century height, the Roman Empire was characterised by a very high degree of ideological and cultural domination from the centre and a remarkable measure of practical provincial autonomy on the ground. Rome was undeniably the centre to which, proverbially, all roads led, and to which the spoils of war and conquest flowed. The city’s striking architectural enrichment under Augustus and his heirs is still manifest to this day in the extraordinary standing remains of the Colosseum, the Forum of Trajan, and other imperial monuments. Rome was the seat of the emperor, from where he sent out instructions to his governors in the provinces and directed his generals, dispatching them to the frontiers to quell any signs of local disaffection or trouble. A careful balancing act was generally maintained between the emperors—who had dynastic ambitions, and a natural tendency to wish to see members of their own families succeed them to the imperial office after their deaths—and the city’s leading citizens, the senators, many of whom sought to preserve aspects of Rome’s earlier ‘Republican’ traditions.

At a provincial level, the empire was almost self-governing, with much of the day-to-day business of governance, including tax collection and the workings of justice, being entrusted to councils of local landowners, largely resident in the cities. The cities of the empire were the nodal points of communication, administration, and commercial life in the Roman world. In Rome’s western provinces, in particular, there was a highly devolved system of government held together by strong cultural ties deliberately cultivated and propagated by Rome.3 By entrusting local elites with so much of the business of government, as well as positions from which they could derive both profit and prestige, the Roman authorities had managed to co-opt them into the business of empire. Drawn into the cities the empire had founded, members of local elite families had been exposed to Roman cultural values, learning Latin and studying Roman history and literature, and had come to think of themselves as Roman. Indeed, in 212, Roman citizenship had been extended to all subjects of the emperor, save for those who bore the status of slaves. As a result, rights under and access to Roman law had been significantly extended, further helping to embed a sense of belonging to Rome well beyond the ranks of the elite. Ideological and political commitment to the empire was especially pronounced, for example, amongst the rank-and-file of the military, who were expected to fight and die for Rome.

To the East, in Greece, Asia Minor, and Anatolia (modern Turkey), as well as in Syria, Palestine, and Egypt, the situation was rather different. Here the Romans had projected their rule over societies and cultures that had been conquered in the fourth century BCE by Alexander the Great of Macedon, whose empire had then been divided up amongst his generals into a series of so-called Hellenistic kingdoms after his untimely death. As a result, the elites of the Near Eastern territories beyond the Hellenic heartlands of European Greece and Asia Minor had acquired Greek language, literature, and cultural values. In these eastern provinces, dense networks of cities already existed, and thus did not have to be built up and invested in from scratch by the Roman authorities. In the East, therefore, the Romans encountered elites that already possessed a high culture and an infrastructure well suited to Roman forms of administration. The challenge here was to align the established Hellenistic cultural values of each region with the Romans’ own strong sense of imperial mission.

As a result, while to the West, the cultural basis of empire rested upon the successful Romanization of local elites, to the East the Romans had to tailor their message to suit and appeal to local political and cultural expectations. To take one example, in order to marry his political ambitions with Roman tradition, Octavian, upon adopting the name and title of Augustus, had presented the imperial office as a sort of amalgam and assemblage of preexisting ‘Republican’ and civic ones. He accorded himself the rank of ‘chief magistrate’ of the Roman Republic, and the title of ‘first amongst equals’ (primus inter pares), rather than anything more overbearing. The Roman Republic, after all, had been founded in 509 BCE, when the last king of Rome, Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, had been expelled from the city. As a result, it was important for Octavian and his heirs to avoid presenting themselves to a Roman political audience after a manner that smacked too obviously of ‘monarchy’. The imperial office was instead presented and understood in essentially ‘Republican’ terms, not only in the city of Rome but also in the western provinces.4

In the East, very different political conditions prevailed. Alexander and his followers had conquered territories in Syria, Egypt, and Persia with long-established traditions of ‘divine monarchy’; here, kings were treated like gods and their subjects were described as little more than actual or proverbial slaves. Alexander and his heirs had adopted the political language, ideologies, and ceremonial aspects of divine monarchy in these regions to convey their authority to their new subjects in terms they understood. Roman emperors followed suit: when addressing their eastern subjects, they had quickly begun to use the same language of power and style of rule, assuming titles such as ‘world ruler’ (kosmokrator).5

A wish to appeal to the political and cultural sensibilities of the Greek-speaking elites of Rome’s eastern provinces informed not only how emperors presented themselves stylistically and rhetorically, but also how they conducted their foreign policy. By virtue of their cultural Hellenization under Alexander and his heirs, the elites of many of the cities of Syria, Palestine, and Egypt thought of themselves in cultural terms as Greek, just as processes of acculturation and education to the West led Latin-speaking western elites to think of themselves as culturally Roman. The traditional enemy of the Greek-speaking world, going back to the fifth century BCE, had been Persia. The Persian Empire of the Achaemenid dynasty, which the united Greeks had defeated at the Battle of Salamis in 480 BCE, had represented the much demonised ‘other’ against whom the Greeks had defined themselves, and this cultural and political animosity towards Persia continued amongst the Greek-speaking elites of the Hellenistic East. Accordingly, Roman emperors soon learned that an effective means of appealing to the political instincts of their Greek-speaking subjects, and harnessing them for the purposes of empire, was to be seen as taking war to their ancestral enemy by leading campaigns against the Persians. Such campaigns enabled emperors to depict themselves as rightful heirs to Alexander and helped to cement Roman rule in the East as well as facilitating the emergence of an incipient ideological alignment between cultural Hellenism and Roman political identity.6 As a result, to the East, what has been termed a ‘Greek Roman Empire’ gradually emerged.7

CRISIS OF EMPIRE

By the end of the second century, the northern frontiers of the Roman Empire in Europe had essentially come to rest along the rivers Rhine and Danube, as beyond these natural borders were a series of politically disunited tribal groupings that posed little direct threat to Roman power. The Roman army had engaged in policing activity along these frontier zones to deter incursions and periodically punish raids whilst also maintaining a series of trading posts within the ‘barbarian’ world to the north, where Roman goods were in high demand. Such flows of Roman wealth northwards were manipulated by the Roman authorities for political and strategic purposes. They were preferentially funnelled through or sometimes gifted to Roman client-rulers and chieftains, who were mobilised by Rome against their potentially troublesome neighbours. A zone of Roman political and economic influence thus extended beyond the Roman frontier proper, with some of the ‘barbarians’ (as the Romans regarded them) even appearing to have used Roman money to facilitate transactions between themselves.8

By the middle of the third century, these flows of Roman wealth beyond the frontier zone, and attempts on the part of the Roman authorities to build up the power of local chieftains, had begun to have consequences which, from a Roman perspective, would prove to be highly counterproductive. Cumulatively, they undermined the relatively egalitarian social structures of many of the barbarian peoples on the borders of the empire and catalysed the emergence of increasingly powerful warrior elites, who were capable of forging larger and militarily more effective tribal confederations that began to challenge Roman power. From the middle of the third century, a series of ever larger and more successful incursions into Roman territory had begun to take place, spearheaded by new barbarian groups emerging from the north, such as ‘the Painted Men’ (Picti) in Britain; the ‘Brave’ (Franci) and the ‘All Men’ (Alamanni) from beyond the Rhine; and the Greutingi, better known to posterity as the Goths, a confederacy from what is now Ukraine, who struck from beyond the Danube. These groups sought to seize directly from Rome what they had hitherto obtained through service, subsidy, and commerce.9

Most ominously of all, at around the same time the Roman Empire found itself subject to growing military pressure from the east. In the closing years of the second century CE the Romans had extended their eastern frontier at the expense of the ruling Persian dynasty, the Arsacids, expanding their zone of influence and control into the strategically crucial region of Armenia. This defeat at the hands of Rome had led to the downfall of the ruling dynasty and a bitter struggle for power between the different aristocratic families. This protracted civil war finally ended in 224, when the new Persian ruler, Ardashir, was crowned the first shah of the Sasanian dynasty. From his capital at the city of Ctesiphon (near modern Baghdad), Ardashir sought to unite the fractious military aristocracy of Persia behind him by launching a series of raids deep into Roman territory. This policy of aggression culminated in 260, when Ardashir’s successor, Shapur I, launched a daring campaign into Roman Syria, sacking the city of Antioch and capturing and humiliating the Roman emperor Valerian (r. 253–260 CE).10

The Roman authorities found themselves in an increasingly dire position. The gravity of the situation was exacerbated by the fact that Roman military manpower had been largely concentrated along the empire’s frontiers, so that once an enemy managed to break through the frontier zone, there was little military presence in the provincial hinterland to prevent the raiders from running amok.11 Likewise, the governance of the empire was so highly delegated to city councils that it was almost impossible to marshal and reallocate resources from those regions least affected by enemy attack to those that were bearing the brunt of them. Most serious of all, a political establishment led by a single emperor ruling primarily from the city of Rome, surrounded by senators of predominantly civilian backgrounds unfamiliar with military affairs, was demonstrably incapable of facing down and coordinating resistance to simultaneous military challenges to the north, east, and west. The emergence of these new and more dangerous foes meant the Roman Empire of the third century found itself in the grip of a severe military crisis.12

Along with the deteriorating military situation, there was increasing political instability, as the leaders of the Roman army in the field and politicians in Rome began to respond to what they perceived to be the failings of their rulers by deposing reigning emperors and appointing or acclaiming new ones. The army’s officer corps supported new emperors with military backgrounds, leading to a series of ‘soldier emperors’. At the same time, a number of what are perhaps best thought of as ‘local’ Roman regimes emerged, whereby the leading members of provincial society in, for example, northern Gaul and Syria, exasperated at the inability of the central Roman authorities to defend them, gave their support to local warlords, who took battle to the enemy and claimed the imperial title. Between 258 and 274, the provincial elites in much of Britain, Gaul, and Spain aligned themselves behind a general named Postumus, who headed up a so-called Empire of the Gauls, whilst to the East, the client ruler of Palmyra—Odenathus—led resistance to the Persians.13 Although the imperial authorities in Rome viewed such men as rebels leading separatist regimes, there is every sign that they regarded themselves as Roman rulers defending Roman civilization.14

Historians have traditionally regarded the coups and usurpations of the third century as signs of chaos and disorder. But over time, they would arguably prove to be the key to Roman survival. The empire of the Gauls and the Palmyrene statelet managed to repel foreign invaders with considerable success, as did the soldier emperors who came to power at this time. Most of these new soldier emperors came from the region of Illyricum and adjacent territories in the Balkans, which had emerged as the Roman Empire’s main military recruiting ground. Since the second century CE, advancement through the ranks of the Roman army, and ultimately appointment to the rank of general, had also increasingly been on the basis of ability rather than birth. This meant that the men raised to the imperial office by their troops were often highly talented soldiers of humble social background, who were ideologically committed to the survival of Rome, impatient of failure, and willing to innovate. These were men who knew how to fight and were determined to win. As a result, across the still militarily disrupted years of the 260s to the 280s, the foreign insurgents were increasingly driven out of Roman territory, and the ‘local’ Roman regimes to the East and West successfully reincorporated into the overarching structure of the empire.15

It is conventional to regard the ‘crisis’ of the third century as drawing to a close in around 284 with the accession of the emperor Diocletian, who overcame his imperial rivals, cowed the empire’s foes, and established personal mastery over the Roman world. From 284 until the end of his reign in 305, the empire would know a period of relative peace such as it had not experienced since the 220s. This enabled Diocletian and his entourage to consolidate a series of improvised measures and reforms whereby he and his late third-century predecessors sought—and managed—to contain the various aspects of Rome’s military and political crisis.16 These reforms would shape and determine many of the administrative structures of empire that Justinian would inherit upon his accession to the throne.

It had become increasingly apparent, for example, that one emperor, resident primarily in the city of Rome, could not possibly hope to contain multiple and simultaneous military threats along the vast expanse of the empire’s frontiers.17 What the empire needed was more devolved leadership located closer to the main sources of military threat. A system of ‘power sharing’ thus emerged, which Diocletian consolidated and entrenched, whereby there were now two emperors—or Augusti. One of these was located primarily in the East to face down the Persians, and the other based primarily in the West to safeguard the Rhine frontier. Given that the most sophisticated and concerted threat to Roman power came from the Sasanians, it made sense for the senior of these two emperors to base himself in the East. Crucially, these emperors now ruled not from Rome, which found itself increasingly politically marginalised, but rather from cities nearer the frontiers of the empire, such as Trier in Gaul or Antioch in Syria, which Diocletian, as the senior Augustus, made his base. Each Augustus was also appointed a deputy or Caesar to provide an additional level of military and political flexibility. This arrangement helped to counter a long-standing weakness of the Roman political system resulting from the inherited Roman antipathy to hereditary monarchy: uncertainty over succession to the imperial title. Each Caesar would now serve not only as deputy, but also as nominated heir to his respective Augustus. Historians often refer to this new articulation of imperial power as the ‘Tetrarchy’ or the ‘Rule of Four’.

Major efforts were made at this time to provide the Roman Empire with much greater defensive and bureaucratic cohesion. The size of the army was significantly increased, and military units were dispersed more widely.18 The provinces were split up into smaller units and kept under tighter supervision. These smaller provinces were then grouped together into larger transregional units known as dioceses, each under the command of an official known as the vicarius and his staff. who were directly answerable to the emperor and his court at the nearest ‘Tetrarchic’ capital. The dioceses would later be grouped into still larger units called ‘prefectures’, each under the authority of a ‘praetorian prefect’. For the first time in Roman tradition, something approximating to a central imperial bureaucracy emerged with responsibilities over and above the level of the city and province.19

Such reforms—and especially the expansion of the army—needed to be paid for. In order to finance these new arrangements, Diocletian and his government achieved a remarkable feat. Surveyors were sent out to assess the taxable and productive resources of each and every province of the empire, and to report back on the extent and quality of agricultural land and the number of people available to cultivate it. Simultaneously, efforts were made to calculate the budgetary needs of the Roman state. Calibrated tax demands were then issued, balancing the needs of the state against the ability of local populations to pay. Instructions were given that such surveys were to be conducted on a regular basis, and in order to make the flow of taxes more dependable, taxpayers were increasingly legally bound to reside in the communities in which they were registered for purposes of taxation: councillors in their cities, villagers in their villages, agricultural labourers on the estates on which they toiled.20 Only recruitment into the ranks of the burgeoning imperial bureaucracy or the expanding army offered a way out. Crisis had thus led to an institutional upgrading and enhancement of a now much more tightly administered empire, albeit one in which the city of Rome itself had been relegated from the centre of imperial power to a much revered but largely marginalised provincial backwater.21

The changes which took place in the Roman world across the late third and early fourth centuries had very marked implications for the evolution of Roman political culture. The decision of Diocletian, as the senior emperor, to establish himself primarily in the East to face down the Persian menace heralded a fundamental relocation of authority and power. Henceforth, only very rarely would any ‘senior’ emperor base himself for an extended period of time to the West of the Balkans. This, in turn, affected how imperial power was conveyed and understood, for it meant that the senior emperor was now operating in a political context in which, to pro­ject his power effectively, he had to do so within the traditions of divine monarchy. As a near contemporary, Aurelius Victor, declared of Diocletian, ‘He was a great man, but with the following habits: he was the first to want a robe woven with gold, and sandals with plenty of silk, purple, and jewels; although this exceeded humility and revealed a swollen and arrogant mind, it was nothing compared to the rest, for he was the first of all the emperors after Caligula and Domitian to allow himself to be called “master” [Latin dominus] in public, to be worshipped and addressed as a god.’22 The imperial office had become both highly militarized, by virtue of the rise of the soldier emperors, and highly ceremonialised, with the emperor increasingly depicted—in both eastern and western contexts—as the representation of divinity on earth. Diocletian himself claimed to hold power under authority from Jupiter, the father of the gods in the traditional Roman pantheon.23 This emphasis on the emperor’s supposedly divine personal associations no doubt helped to distract attention from his lowly Illyrian roots. The most important point was that the centre of gravity of the Roman Empire had shifted decisively eastwards.

NEW DYNASTIES AND NEW RELIGIONS

Perhaps because he did not have a son to whom to pass on power, and also, perhaps, as a nod to traditional Roman constitutional values, Diocletian never attempted to turn the Tetrarchy that he established into a dynastic system, although the families of the various tetrarchs did intermarry. The man he appointed as his co-ruler in the West (a fellow Illyrian soldier named Maximian), and their respective eastern and western deputies (Galerius and Constantius, also from the Balkans), had been chosen primarily on the basis of their trustworthiness, their talent, and the loyalty of their troops. The system of power-sharing was effectively held in place by the overarching authority and personality of Diocletian himself.

In 305, the now elderly emperor made a remarkable and rare decision: he announced that he would retire from imperial politics, taking himself off to live in a palace he had constructed at Spoletum on the Dalmatian coast. From within this massive structure the modern Croatian city of Split would later emerge. He ordered his junior colleague, the western Augustus Maximian, to step down at the same time, and power was transferred to their respective Caesars, Galerius in the East and Constantius in the West, to whom new deputies were in turn appointed. An apparently peaceful transition of power seemed to have been achieved, but it was not to last long. The following year, as the new western Augustus was preparing to campaign against the Picts to the north of the empire’s frontier in Britannia, he died. Encamped outside the city of York, the late emperor’s army responded by acclaiming as his successor not the late emperor’s duly appointed Caesar, but rather Constantius’ son, Constantine. This act of effective usurpation encouraged others to follow suit, and the army around the city of Rome declared the former western emperor Maximian’s son, Maxentius, as emperor in the West. A third claimant to the western throne emerged in Africa. Within barely a year of Diocletian’s retirement, the Tetrarchy had been torn asunder by rival dynastic and political ambitions, fuelled by the support given to the imperial pretenders by their armies in the field, who clearly felt they had much to gain, in terms of pay, supplies, and prestige, by being led by an emperor and showing loyalty to his family.

Over the course of the ensuing civil war, the young prince Constantine managed to progressively eliminate each of his western rivals, culminating in his victory over Maxentius at the Battle of the Milvian Bridge outside the city of Rome in 312. A parallel civil war erupted in the East, which was settled in favour of the general Licinius. An East-West balance was restored. Relations between Constantine and Licinius, however, were never easy, and in 324 Constantine concocted a pretext to lead his armies eastwards, bearing down upon Licinius, who was based at Nicomedia (modern Izmit), on the Asian coastline opposite to the Bosphorus. Defeating Licinius first on land, and then at sea (at the Battle of Chrysopolis near the Golden Horn), Constantine captured and then executed his last imperial rival.24 As the late fifth- or early sixth-century Chronicle of the pagan historian Zosimus would record, ‘The whole empire now devolved on Constantine alone.’25 In celebration of his victory at Chrysopolis, Constantine renamed the nearby Greek city of Byzantion after himself, redesignating it ‘The City of Constantine the New Rome’—Konstantinoupolis Nea Romê—and adorning it with an array of splendid public monuments befitting an imperial foundation: a palace, a hippodrome, city walls, and a magnificent Christian cathedral. For, unlike Diocletian, Constantine was not a worshipper of the old gods of Rome and a devotee of Jupiter: rather, he was an exponent of a relatively recently established faith, which many at the time would have thought of as the ‘Christ cult’, but which we refer to as Christianity.26

In order to appreciate the significance of Constantine’s adherence to Christianity, we have to return to the imperial crisis of the third century, which had witnessed many changes not only in Roman society but also in Roman religion. The traditional ‘pagan’ religious culture of Rome (as of Greece) was polytheistic, meaning that the Romans believed in a multiplicity of gods. As Roman rule had spread to the East and West, and the Romans had encountered the various cults of their new subject peoples, Rome had signalled a willingness to absorb the religious traditions of the provinces and identify local deities with the established Greek and Roman ones. As a result, the Romans were largely tolerant in matters of religion. The official propagation of the so-called imperial cult, to which all the emperor’s subjects were expected to sacrifice and show due respect, gave the devotions of Roman subjects unity, cohesion, and focus. Temples to the imperial cult had been built throughout the empire, and upon death Roman emperors were accorded the title of divus (meaning ‘deified’).

The only significant body of the empire’s subjects which had refused to participate in the imperial cult and sacrifice to it had been the Jewish community, which was heavily concentrated in Palestine (though with a presence throughout the urban centres of the empire, especially in the Near East and Mediterranean). The ancestral religion of the Jews was strictly monotheistic (meaning they believed there was only one true God), and this had made it impossible for them to sacrifice to the imperial cult or participate in its rituals. Judaism was widely regarded as a venerable religion, and in refusing to sacrifice the Jews were understood to be upholding the traditions of their ancestors. Such loyalty to the traditions of one’s forefathers was regarded as morally virtuous within Roman culture, and as a result the Jews were largely excused their nonparticipation. The breakaway sect from Judaism known as Christianity had been spreading since the first century. Its followers claimed that an itinerant preacher known as Jesus of Nazareth, or Jesus Christ (from the Greek term Christos—‘the anointed one’), had been the son of God, and that this Jesus, who had preached salvation for all mankind, had been crucified by the Roman authorities under the emperor Tiberius (r. 14–37 CE). The movement had experienced particularly rapid expansion in the urban centres of the empire across the third century, when the readiness of its members to provide charitable assistance to the poor and the sick at a time of widespread economic disruption and disease had won it many admirers and devotees.

Like the Jews, the Christians also refused to sacrifice, but unlike the Jews, their nonconformity could not be excused on the grounds of filial piety and tradition, as theirs was a new religion. Consequently, the Christians were viewed with considerable suspicion by the Roman authorities, with many regarding their refusal to sacrifice to the imperial cult to be not only antisocial, but also a potential cause of divine displeasure. In the reign of the emperor Diocletian, in particular, their refusal to sacrifice had unleashed a period of persecution. Many Christians were executed, becoming ‘martyrs’ (from the Greek martyros, ‘witness’) to their faith. Their memory was cultivated and celebrated by the Christian community, or Church (Greek ekklesia, ‘assembly’), which declared them to be ‘saints’. Their dedication to the faith was thought to have elevated them above the common mass of mankind and drawn them closer to God.

According to subsequent statements issued by or on behalf of Constantine, the emperor had adopted the ‘Christ cult’ just prior to the Battle of the Milvian Bridge in 312, having supposedly witnessed a cross miraculously appearing in the sky which Christians in his entourage enabled him to interpret and understand.27 He ascribed his victory over Maxentius to the Christian God and began to lavish patronage and largesse upon the leaders of the Church, allowing them to draw upon state coffers to construct places of worship. The largest of these—the ‘cathedral churches’—were established as the residences of the local heads of the Christian communities in each city, known as the bishops (Greek episkopoi, ‘overseers’). Christian bishops and priests were excused from the obligation to serve on city councils and, like government officials, were able to travel across the empire for free using state-supplied mounts and pack animals (a system known as the cursus velox, approximating to ‘high-speed super highway’ or ‘fast post’). The emperor thus signalled that Christianity was now his personally favoured cult.

As Constantine’s centre of power shifted eastwards after his defeat of Licinius in 324, the emperor came under growing Christian influence, as it was in the cities of the eastern part of his empire that Christian communities were at their largest and most self-assured. At no point did Constantine initiate persecution of those who disagreed with him on religious grounds—he worked pragmatically and cooperatively with his generals, administrators, and potentates irrespective of religious affiliation. It was made clear, however, that sharing the faith of the emperor was something of an advantage when it came to promotion through the ranks of the imperial government, and conversion to Christianity on the part of ambitious members of the new bureaucratic and military elite snowballed across the course of the fourth century, both under Constantine and under his successors.

The leadership of the Church meanwhile increasingly sought to marry Christian faith and imperial ideology. The influential bishop and courtier Eusebius, for example, penned a speech praising the emperor in which he lauded him as the Christian God’s one true deputy on earth, thereby providing a Christianised vision of the relationship between imperial and divine power that drew upon deep-rooted traditions of divine monarchy.28 In return, under Constantine’s patronage the Christian Church achieved unprecedented institutional and doctrinal development. In 325, Constantine presided over the first universal (or ‘Ecumenical’) Council of the Church, convened at the city of Nicaea, both to clarify issues of belief and to establish the organizational life of the Church, creating a system of Church government that shadowed that of the Roman state, with a bishop in every city and a ‘metropolitan’ bishop or archbishop in every province.29 A significant process of religious realignment and transformation was underway, one which would reach an important milestone in 380 when the emperor Theodosius I (r. 379–395) felt sufficiently confident to declare Christianity to be not only the favoured religion of the emperor, but also the official religion of the Roman state.30

HERETICS, BISHOPS, AND SAINTS

From the very origins of Christianity, the movement had been characterised by a strong aspiration to unity alongside very wide disparities of actual belief.31 Down to the fourth century, conflicting versions of Christ’s life and teachings (known as gospels) remained in circulation.32 Which of these were true? Jesus was called the ‘Son of God’. But what did this mean in practice? Was he divine? Or had he simply been a very holy man?

These debates mattered to Christians, because they held that erroneous belief—heresy—closed the pathway to salvation.33 Only those who accepted the true faith—orthodoxy—shared in the forgiveness of sins and the eternal life which the religion promised. Such concepts—orthodoxy and heresy—central to the new faith, were completely alien to traditional Roman ways of thinking about religion.34 Prior to the age of Constantine, what the leaders of the Church had lacked was a means of defining orthodoxy and suppressing heresy. Constantine’s adoption of Christianity made this possible for the first time. Traditionally, Roman emperors had felt an obligation to maintain the ‘peace of the gods’ (pax deorum). This essentially meant they were expected to intervene to prevent violent disputes from breaking out between different sects. The leaders of the Christian communities managed to convince Constantine that with his adoption of their faith he was now obliged to crack down on heresy and help settle disputes within the Church.

It was this expectation that had led the emperor to convene the Ecumenical Council at Nicaea (modern Iznik) in 325, over which he presided in person. For a dispute had arisen within the Church in Alexandria in Egypt which needed settling if it was not to destabilise the Church as a whole. Christians considered Jesus to be the ‘Son of God’, but in Alexandria, one priest, Arius, had been teaching a variation on this concept: that although Jesus was divine, God ‘the Father’ must have existed before God ‘the Son’, and thus the Father was superior to the Son.35 Arius’ opponents believed that the Christian God consisted of three coeternal and equal elements—God the Father, God the Son, and the Holy Spirit—which united and interceded between the heavenly and earthly realms. They taught, therefore, that Jesus had been both fully man and fully God, and that his divine aspect had existed before and throughout all time. At the Ecumenical Council of 325, Arius’ position was condemned and deemed ‘heretical’. Orders were given that his writings be burned and that Arius himself should be sent into exile. By the end of the fourth century, the ‘Trinitarian’ doctrine of Arius’ opponents had been accepted as orthodoxy and the condemnation of the ‘Arian’ heretics had become a cornerstone of imperial religious policy. Beyond the empire, however, Christian missionaries loyal to the memory and theology of Arius were busy spreading the faith (and his interpretation of it) amongst the various barbarian peoples resident north of the Danube and beyond, such as the Goths and their neighbours. As a result, Arian Christianity would put down deep roots amongst the barbarians.

The Council of Nicaea was ultimately successful: by the end of the fourth century, the mainstream body of the Church within the Roman Empire had come to accept that Jesus Christ had been both ‘fully God’ and ‘fully man’. This element of the faith was vital to the Church’s doctrine of salvation. Most Christians believed that Jesus had died on the cross in order to atone for the sins of mankind, and that by ascending into heaven he had opened the pathway to salvation for his followers. In order to atone for the sins of mankind, he had to be fully human, just like us. Yet in order to ascend into heaven and wipe away mankind’s sins, he also had to be fully divine. But how was this to be defined and understood? Was Jesus Christ a unique blend of the human and divine? Or did he have two separate natures, a human one and a divine one?

This issue—known as ‘Christology’—caused a series of increasingly acrimonious disputes within the Church, and Constantine’s successors to the imperial throne attempted to resolve them by drawing together rival bishops to debate and define the true faith. By the fifth century, the bishops of certain cities were considered to be the most prestigious of these: the bishop of Rome (who was believed to be the heir to Saint Peter, who had been martyred in the city not long after the crucifixion of Christ); the bishop of Alexandria in Egypt (believed to be the heir to Saint Mark, who had penned one of the earliest and most authoritative gospels); the bishop of Antioch in Syria (where the church had been founded by Saint Peter before he had made his way to Rome); the bishop of Jerusalem (where Jesus’ followers had first gathered after his death); and the bishop of Constantinople (where the emperor Constantine—by that point widely regarded as a saint—had been buried upon his death in 337). These five bishops would come to be known as ‘patriarchs’ because of their seniority and authority within the Church.

In the mid-fifth century, a series of new Ecumenical Councils were convened in an effort to settle the burgeoning dispute over the relationship between the ‘human’ and ‘divine’ in the person of Christ.36 The concern of those who believed in the two separate natures of Christ was that if the human and divine within him formed a single nature unique to him, then he could never have been either fully like God the Father in his divinity or fully like mankind in his humanity, and thus his death and resurrection could not have opened the pathway to salvation for mankind as a whole, as his resurrection and ascent into heaven could have been regarded as unique to him. Overemphasis upon the union, mixing, and blending of Christ’s two natures, they claimed, thus threatened to produce a Jesus who was neither fully God nor fully man, just as water mixed with wine was neither water nor wine. This position had been most aggressively argued earlier in the fifth century by a patriarch of Constantinople, Nestorius.

Nestorius’ emphasis, often referred to as dyophysite, from the Greek for ‘two natures’, elicited opposition from other elements in the Church that were equally determined to uphold what they believed to be the authentic teachings of the faith. For these thinkers, led by the brilliant theologian Cyril, patriarch of Alexandria, overemphasis on the distinction between the human and divine in the person of Christ threatened to undermine the entire concept of salvation, by making it impossible to explain or comprehend how the human and divine within Christ had been able to interact, relate, and cohere, just as oil and vinegar could be contained in the same vessel but never truly become one inseparable substance.37 Cyril and his followers believed that without the full assumption of Christ’s humanity by the divine, there could be no salvation through his death and resurrection. At the resurrection, none of Christ’s humanity could be left behind. It had to be fully underpinned and embraced by his divinity. This position is often referred to as miaphysite, from the Greek for ‘one nature’. At a council convened at Ephesus in Western Asia Minor in 431, Nestorius’ teachings were condemned (or ‘anathematized’) and the patriarch deposed.

This issue caused continuing unrest within the Church, especially in Rome and Constantinople, where sympathy for the two-nature position was strong. Eventually, in 451, a follow-up council was held at Chalcedon, near Constantinople, in an attempt to establish a compromise formula. There, the majority of bishops present agreed to uphold the condemnation of Nestorius, but—in a gesture towards the two-nature party—asserted that Christ existed ‘in two natures, which undergo no confusion, no change, no division, no separation’, with both natures being preserved and coming together ‘into a single person’.38 This was too much for Cyril and his followers amongst the leaders of the Church in Syria and Egypt, who would have preferred the formula that the person of Christ had been formed ‘from two natures’, thus emphasising unity.

As a result, Cyril and his supporters refused to accept the decrees of the Council of Chalcedon. Subsequently, opposition to Chalcedonian doctrine became deeply rooted in Egypt, as well as in Syria and Palestine, where Cyril had many sympathisers. This refusal on the part of Cyril and his supporters to accept the definition of the faith established at Chalcedon constituted a direct challenge to imperial authority and unity. If, in the fourth century, Constantine’s decision to convene the first Ecumenical Council had helped give greater definition and clarity to the Christian faith, the fifth-century councils had helped to bake in the divisions that had emerged. For Cyril was too popular a figure for the imperial government to move against, and his supporters were concentrated in some of the empire’s wealthiest and most important provinces. The authorities could not afford to alienate the burgeoning Christian population in those regions.

It is sometimes difficult for the modern reader to appreciate the importance of the doctrinal disputes of the fourth and fifth centuries. The theology at the heart of the arguments was often complex and derived much of its terminology from Greek philosophy. But these disputes touched upon the core of Christian belief, and the hopes that many Christians cherished that if they believed correctly, acted correctly, and prayed correctly, they would be rewarded with forgiveness of sins and eternal life in the hereafter. These disputes, however, were also political. With the institutionalisation of the Christian Church in the age of Constantine, bishops had become powerful political figures.39 Constantine had allowed them to preside over judicial hearings of his Christian subjects, and in the cities of the empire they had emerged as ever more influential power-brokers. Ecumenical Councils such as those held at Nicaea and Chalcedon were not polite tea parties at which kindly prelates debated theology. Rather, they were often brutal affairs, at which basic issues concerning the politics and administration of the imperial Church had to be thrashed out—sometimes literally so. At the Council of Nicaea in 325, for example, Bishop Nicholas from the city of Myra was later reputed to have slapped Arius round the face (a claim which might surprise those who are aware that Nicholas of Myra is the saint on whom the genial figure of Santa Claus was originally based).

In terms of Church politics, at the Council of Chalcedon it was agreed that the bishop of Rome (also known as the pope) should be accorded a ‘primacy of honour’ over the other leading bishops, by virtue of the fact that Jesus was believed to have accorded Saint Peter authority over his disciples. It was acknowledged at the same council that the bishop of Constantinople was of equal standing to the bishops of Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem, despite his office having been of relatively recent creation, and the ‘patriarchal’ status of the bishop of Jerusalem was also confirmed. The bishops of Constantinople and Rome emerged from the Council of Chalcedon as winners in both political and theological terms, whereas the bishop of Alexandria was obliged to retreat from the council with his authority diminished in both respects. Perhaps unsurprisingly, subsequent popes in Rome and the patriarchs of Constantinople would be determined to uphold every aspect of the Chalcedonian settlement, while later patriarchs of Alexandria would be equally determined to see the council’s work undone.40

NEW KINGDOMS

The establishment of Christianity as the official religion of the Roman Empire, and its increasingly central role in Roman imperial ideology, were pivotal to how the emperor Justinian would view the world around him and his place within it. Wrestling with the ramifications of the dispute over the Council of Chalcedon would be a major preoccupation of his reign. But a series of other events occurred at around the same time which would also prove highly significant and elicit a vigorous response from Justinian: the recently reorientated and newly stabilized Roman Empire found itself once again under threat.

The events of the third century had demonstrated that the military security of the Roman world was highly sensitive to developments amongst the barbarian peoples north of the Rhine and the Danube. The late fourth and early fifth centuries would in turn demonstrate that these tribal groupings were highly vulnerable to any threat emerging from the Eurasian steppe—the plains and grasslands extending beyond the Danube via Ukraine to Central Asia and ultimately to the borders of China. In
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