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ABSTRACT: This article re-evaluates the portrayal of Belisarius by Proco-
pius and other sixth-century sources, not to uncover new biographical data
but to trace the evolving representation of his authority, reputation, and
career. While Belisarius’ life and military record are well known, the fo-
cus here is on how Procopius constructs, modulates, and at times destabi-
lises his image across distinct literary genres and narrative contexts. The
methodology lies in the integration of genre comparison (Wars, Buildings,
Anekdota), reception layering across Procopius’ corpus, and a tripartite
analysis of authority through gesture, strategic command scope, and polit-
ical-theological framing.

Belisarius’ military achievements against the Vandals, Goths, and
Persians are examined alongside moments of critique, limitation, and in-
ternal challenge, revealing how Procopius’ narratives balance encomium
with ambivalence. Authority is shown to be both performative and precar-
ious — shaped by systemic pressures, interpersonal dynamics, and imperial
ideology. The article combines narratological analysis, spatial and career

1 This article is dedicated to the memory of Professor Dariusz Brodka. Transla-
tions, with adaptations, of Procopius’ Wars, Anekdota (Secret History) and Buildings
(all composed and published in the 540s and 550s) originate from: Dewing 1979; Dew-
ing, Downey 1996; Kaldellis 2010; Kaldellis 2014; Signes Codofier 2000; Greatrex
2022b; Garrido 1983, Garcia Romero 2000; Garcia Romero 2007, Periago Lorente
2005 (cf. references). ‘Secret History’ derives from the Latin translation, Historia ar-
cana, Alamanni 1623. The title Anekdota is used to refer to this text throughout this ar-
ticle. The dating of each work has been debated at length: cf. Greatrex 1994: 101-114;
Greatrex 2022c: 61-69; Signes Codofier 2017: 3-26 et al.
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mapping, and late antique political theology to illuminate the rhetorical
and conceptual architecture of Belisarius’ portrayal.

Other contemporary voices, such as Jordanes, are considered to con-
textualise Procopius’ representational strategies and to explore the con-
ceptual ambiguities surrounding divine favour, supernatural agency, and
delegated power. Ultimately, the study contributes to a deeper understand-
ing of sixth-century political and military literacy — not through event re-
construction, but through the interpretive layering of genre, reception, and
authority in the depiction of one of Justinian’s most emblematic generals.

KEYWORDS: Belisarius, Procopius, genre comparison, reception layering,
authority and gesture, narratology, political theology, military reputation,
late antique historiography.

AvTITEIVELY TE VAP EMITATTOVTL, olpat, o0OEelG ETOAna,
¢miteld] e mpdooey Soa émitdttol 00dapod dnngiovy, THv
Te apetiv aioxvvopevol kai 8edtoTeg v Svvapey.

For no one, I am sure, would dare to resist his [sc. Belisarius’] com-
mands nor did his men ever refuse to carry out whatever orders

he gave, respecting his excellence and fearing his authority.

Proc. Wars 7.1.19.2

...kail vikd pev BaothedgTovotviavog H1o otparnyodvtt Bedtoapiw,
éndvelot 8¢ mapd TOv Pactdéa TO oTpdtevpa Exwv AKpaLpvEG GAov O
oTpatyos, kai Sidwaov adt® Adgupa Pacthels Te Kai factAeiag. ..

...the Emperor Justinian achieves victories through his General Belisarius,
and he returns to the Emperor, with the whole army intact,

and he gives him spoils, both kings and kingdoms...

Proc. Buildings 1.10.16

2 Kaldellis 2014: 384 and Dewing 1914: 157 translate dOvapwv as power, as does
Garcia Romero 2007: 27 (poder). Garrido 1983: 223 has, ‘autoridad’, as dovapwy has
the sense of authority too. I render apetn as ‘excellence’ to stress performance and
effect rather than moral valuation. This aligns with Procopius’ habit of testing praise
against outcome (toyn/coeicpata) and with the article’s focus on enacted and narrated
authority rather than abstract ‘virtue’.
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Kal Tepu)pxeTo mkpov B€apa kal dmotog dyig, BeAtodpiog
St tng év Bulavtiw, oxedov Tt H6vog, oUvvoug del Kai
okvBpwTdg Kai Tov €€ EmPovAilg dppwddv Bavatov.

And he went about, a sorry and incredible sight, Belisarius

a private citizen in Byzantium, practically alone, always pen-
sive and gloomy, and dreading a death by treachery.?

Proc. Anekdota 4.16

Introduction

This article examines how Belisarius (c. 502-565), was portrayed by
Procopius (c. 500—c. 555) and other contemporary sources, regarding
the first two phases of his career: 527-531 and 532-543. While Belisar-
ius’ biography is well known and widely studied, the focus here is not
on uncovering new events but on analysing Procopius’ evolving repre-
sentation of his authority, reputation, and career across multiple literary
genres. The study explicitly foregrounds a methodology that integrates
genre comparison (historiography, panegyric, invective), reception lay-
ering across Procopius’ corpus (Wars, Buildings, Anekdota), and a tri-
partite analysis of authority, through gesture, strategic command scope,
and political-theological resonance. This approach enables a more nu-
anced understanding of how Belisarius’ image was constructed, modu-
lated, and at times destabilised in response to shifting narrative and
ideological contexts.

The article highlights its interdisciplinarity, combining narrato-
logical analysis, spatial and career mapping, and late antique politi-
cal theology to illuminate the rhetorical and conceptual architecture of
Belisarius’ portrayal. The epigraphs given above will be analysed and
then the extent to which Procopius’ narrative supports them will be ex-
plored. Starting with Wars 7.1.19, Procopius offers a wholly positive
evaluation of Belisarius upon his return from the first Italian campaign
in 540. This passage closes what is generally accepted as a eulogy to

8 Signes Codoiier 2000: 170 offers ‘una conjura’ (a conspiracy) for €€ émBoviic.
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the general (Wars 7.1.8-21).* It may be the most favourable assessment
of Belisarius by any contemporary author, although Jordanes’ consist-
ently laudatory epithets for Belisarius serve a similar function. Further-
more, at Buildings 1.10.16 Procopius deliberately highlights Belisarius’
commanding role in the western victories (of 533-540) in an ekphra-
sis of the Chalke mosaic, within Procopius’ panegyric to Justinian (c.
482-565, r. 527-565). | will argue below that while Procopius’ corpus
does sometimes support the outstandingly positive characterisation of
Belisarius’ authority and achievements outlined within his eulogy and
his ekphrasis, there are other occasions (not only in his Anekdota but
even in Wars) when Procopius’ narrative highlights Belisarius’ short-
comings. This diversity suggests that even the most famous and suc-
cessful of Justinian’s generals had to deal with abject failure as well
as glorious success and that their careers could oscillate dramatically.
Finally, Anekdota 4.16 allows Procopius to deploy 8éaua and Syig to
suggest theatricality. Belisarius’ career in command started in 527 as
dux Mesopotamiae, based at Dara, where Procopius was appointed as
his &buPovrog (consiliarius/assessor or adviser). There, promoted to
magister militum per orientem, Belisarius defeated a Persian army in
530, only to be defeated in 531 at Callinicum, which led to his recall
to Constantinople. There he led the suppression of a civilian revolt in
532. By June 533 he had married Antonina, and he headed an invasion
fleet towards Vandal Africa. Procopius was now Belisarius’ mdpedpog
(senior advisor — see note 81). Belisarius’ army took Carthage after the
battle of Ad Decimum and, by December 533, had seized the Vandal
treasure after the battle of Tricamarum. In early 534, Belisarius consoli-
dated coastal Africa, the Balearics, Sardinia and Corsica. In April 534,
Belisarius returned to Constantinople, bringing the Vandal king, war-
riors & treasure, where a Roman Triumph was celebrated and he was
made Consul from 1t Jan 535. That spring, Belisarius led a fleet towards
Carthage, but with secret orders to take Sicily, which he achieved by
31 December 535. After quelling African and Sicilian army mutinies
in spring 536, Belisarius invaded Italy. After five years of warfare, in
May 540, Belisarius was offered the Gothic crown and took the Gothic
capital of Ravenna but remained loyal to Justinian. From 541-542,

4 Evans 1972: 73; Cameron 1985: 138, n. 24.
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Belisarius outmanoeuvred the Persians in the East but exaggerated ru-
mours of Justinian’s apparent death from plague led to accusations of
disloyalty, his fall from grace and his recall. In 544-549, he led a small
force in Italy to try to contain the resurgence of the Goths.

At Wars 7.1.19, Procopius emphasises Belisarius’ supposed com-
plete control over his troops, conveyed through both the force of his
commands and the personal reverence he inspired. The motivations for
this obedience are twofold: respecting his excellence and fearing his
authority. Procopius balances moral admiration and awe of authority
to create an image of Belisarius as both virtuous and formidable. His
men obey not merely because of military discipline but due to a deeper
psychological and moral influence he exerts over them. The broader
context of Wars 7.1 reveals that this is part of a rare and overtly positive
eulogy of Belisarius, placed after his return from the Italian campaign.
Yet, when juxtaposed with other parts of Procopius’ work — especially
the Anekdota — such portrayals may take on an ironic edge. Even so,
in this passage, the language is earnest and idealised: Belisarius is the
kind of leader who commands both respect and fear, and who inspires
unhesitating loyalty through a combination of excellence (dpetn) and
authority (dvvapug). Procopius rarely uses the first-person singular, as
he does here, which may convey irony or emotion.®> Wars 7.1.19 re-
minds us of his earlier first-person reflections on apetn (arete) or vir-
tue just two chapters before:

And while I watched the entry of the Roman army into Ravenna at that
time, an idea came to me, to the effect that it is not at all by the wisdom
of men or by any other sort of excellence [dpetij] on their part that
events are brought to fulfilment, but that there is some divine power [Tt
Sawpoviov] which is ever warping their purposes and shifting them in
such a way that there will be nothing to hinder that which is being bro-
ught to pass.

Wars 6.29.326

> Anderson forthcoming: ch. 8.

& "Epol 8¢ 10te dookomovpéve v &g Pafevvav glcodov 100 Popaiov otpatod
£vvold Tig €yéveto, avipomav pev Euvécet [Euvéaet K: ) avdpeio fj mAinOvL L.] ) Tf) 6AAn
apeti O¢ fKiota mepaivecBul T TPAGGOUEV, Elval O& TL Salpuéviov, dmep avTdY del
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This prevarication accords with Procopius’ broader causal reper-
toire (tOym, daipwv, and calculated copicpata) as he modulates hu-
man agency across genres. This can be read as reducing the merit in
Belisarius’ success in taking Ravenna from the Goths in 540, and con-
necting these lines could suggest that Procopius is being more ironic
than emotional at Wars 7.1.19. When Procopius narrates the entry of
Belisarius’ victorious army into Ravenna, in May 540 at Wars 6.29.32,
he is describing the pinnacle of Belisarius’ career (which relates di-
rectly to the eulogy at Wars 7.1.8-21).” He attributes it to Tt daipéviov
(a divine power), rather than apet (arete) of men (we can infer that he
has Belisarius in mind). Flores Rubio categorises Tt dopdviov as:

a vague superior power that directs human affairs and that, no matter how
much effort, determination, or intelligence we put into it, can end up di-
verting the outcome of our endeavours to where it deems most appropria-
te. What is unsettling for Procopius - and for any of us - is who truly
represents this power that stands above human beings. It is evident that
our author is not clear at all.?

The context involves comprehension of a complex concept and
Flores Rubio maintains that Procopius does not understand it. How-
ever, perhaps Procopius is being ambiguous: he has left Chance out of
his ruminations. This is possibly to hint that Belisarius’ planning skills
had had a greater effect in capturing Ravenna than Chance, compared
to Belisarius’ deployment of his forces to march towards Carthage and

oTpéov Tag Stovoiag Evradfa dyet ob 81 KAV TIC TOIC TEPULVOLEVOLS [TEPALYOUEVOLG
Wahler: mepatovpévorg KL: nenpopévorg V1] ovdepia £otat. We should remember the
common late antique linkage of victory to moral worth. Procopius’ palette preserves
causal ambiguity (cf. Ross 2018: 83).

7 Belisarius had disingenuously led the Goths to believe that he would accept their
crown, betray Justinian and rule them from Ravenna: see Lillington-Martin 2009.

& Flores Rubio 2006b: 368, n. 195 “Ti daiménion: un vago poder superior que
dirige los asuntos humanos y que, por mucho que nos esforcemos o pongamos todo
nuestro empefio e inteligencia, puede terminar desviando el resultado de nuestras em-
presas a donde considere mas oportuno. Lo inquietante para Procopio y para cualqui-
era de nosotros es quién representa de verdad a ese poder que esta por encima de los
seres humanos. Resulta evidente que nuestro autor no lo tiene claro en absoluto’ (transl.
Lillington-Martin).

198



Procopius’ Belisarius...

defeat Gelimer’s Vandals (where Procopius mentions heaven, men, God
and Chance).® Flores Rubio considers that passage to be fundamental
to understanding the relationship that, for Procopius, exists between
Chance and God.% In sum, while Procopius appears to offer a eulogy of
Belisarius in Wars 7.1.8-21, his earlier reflections on divine power and
the ambiguity surrounding human excellence in Wars 6.29.32 compli-
cate this praise. These tensions suggest that Procopius’ admiration for
Belisarius may be more nuanced or ironic than it first appears.

The passage from Buildings (1.10.16) is a concise and stylised piece
of imperial praise, serving both rhetorical and ideological purposes.
The structure is carefully balanced and formulaic, typical of panegyri-
cal prose. The phrase maintains Justinian as the subject and source of
victory, while acknowledging Belisarius as the instrumental agent. The
use of b0 with the participle otpatnyodvtt subtly highlights Belisarius’
role without challenging the primacy of imperial authority. The gen-
eral’s return “with the whole army intact” (éméveiot... 10 otpdTeLpA
Exmv akpoipveg 6Aov) is described in elevated language. The adjective
axpoipveg (‘pure / untouched’), conveys not only survival but also the
moral and physical integrity of the force, suggesting an idealised im-
age of campaign and commander. The passage culminates in Belisarius
offering the emperor “spoils, both kings and kingdoms” (idmotv...
Adpupa Bactreic te kKai factieiog), which is a striking expression em-
phasising the magnitude of Belisarius’ conquests and the symbolic sub-
mission of foreign powers. Yet the use of didwowv places emphasis on
Belisarius’ subordination: Procopius has him give rather than claim,
presenting his success as a tribute to imperial greatness.

On the surface, this is a clear example of imperial encomium,
where the achievements of both emperor and general are praised but ul-
timately reinforce Justinian’s supremacy. Belisarius is portrayed as the
loyal servant, his glory channelled upward to the emperor. Politically,
however, the passage may be more complex. Composed within Build-
ings, a text designed to glorify the emperor, the depiction of Belisarius’
campaign success and total loyalty reads as a performative narrative.
Given Procopius’ more ambivalent tone in the Wars and the Anekdota,

®  Wars 3.18.2-3.
10 Flores Rubio 2006a: 164, n. 259.
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this passage’s idealisation of Belisarius and his campaign may reflect
a rhetorical necessity rather than an unambiguous reality.

The themes at play involve the tension between imperial control
and military agency. Although Belisarius wins the battles and secures
the spoils, the credit flows to Justinian. The idealised image of the
untouched army evokes a “clean” campaign — an outcome that con-
trasts with the more complex realities documented elsewhere in Pro-
copius’ work. Additionally, the phrase “spoils, both kings and king-
doms” evokes Roman traditions of triumph and empire-building, with
Belisarius functioning as the agent of imperial expansion. Yet this gran-
deur risks drawing attention to the general’s own centrality — and by
implication, the emperor’s dependence on him. Procopius’ deliberate
emphasis, on naming Belisarius and listing his deeds here, is arguably
very out of place in the context of an enconium for the emperor.t! This
exemplifies Procopius’ skill at being ambiguous. Ultimately, this pas-
sage presents a carefully curated image of harmonious imperial hierar-
chy, but when set against Procopius’ broader corpus, it invites a more
sceptical reading. The polished idealism of Buildings may veil deeper
tensions between appearance and reality, between emperor and general,
and between propaganda and history.

At Anekdota 3.16, Procopius has Theodora use Ogapatog in di-
rect speech when referring, euphemistically, to Antonina’s adopted
son (and alleged lover), Theodosius, as a ‘pearl’. Theodora offers to
make a ‘sight’ (6gaparog) of him.*? So Procopius equates both An-
tonina’s husband (Anekdota 4.16, cited above) and her son/lover (An-
ekdota 3.16) as sights to be gawped at. The contrast is that Theodosius

1 Lillington-Martin 2025b: generals are unnamed in a later ekphrasis (Vita Ba-
silii 89), considered to have been modelled on Procopius’ Buildings 1.10.15-16 (see
Ritter 2021: 153)

2 Anekdota 3.16 “O dearest patrician, a pearl fell into my hands yesterday the likes
of which no one has ever set eyes on. If you like, I would not begrudge you the spectacle
of it out of spite; on the contrary, | would willingly make a sight of it for your pleasure.”
“Q pitam motpucia’ Een ‘pdpyapov &¢ xgipoc TG EUAC TH TPOTEPUIQ EUMENTOKEY,
oilov 00deig moT AvBpdRV £1e. Kol ot Boviopévy ovk dv plovicatt Tod OeGpaTog
ToUToL, AALG Emdeilm.” Cf. 26.9 for Osdpota as stage-shows in which Theodora had
grown up.
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is a ‘radiant figure’, whereas Belisarius is now a ‘dark soul’.®* This
latter image links to Procopius’ use of id1dtng, which can mean ‘private
citizen’ as opposed to one holding public office, but is a term of abuse,
like English ‘idiot’, too.** Therefore, Procopius is once again employ-
ing his mastery of ambiguity.. He uses exactly the same vocabulary to
describe the fall of John the Cappadocian from prefect to idudtng.®
Procopius is certainly characterising Belisarius as having lost his title
of MMO and the authority that went with it. Furthermore, cOvvoug det
kol okvBpomog (always pensive and gloomy) may be synonyms given
by Procopius for the avoidance of doubt. This is not the pensive quality
of the philosopher but of someone who is utterly despondent. However,
in addition, Procopius writes this way (Anekdota 4.16), to communi-
cate that Belisarius had lost all (c. 542) having fallen from grace and
become a lost soul. Procopius’ method of supplying a hostile or nega-
tive presentation of a protagonist in his Anekdota, alongside a positive
or ambiguous one in his Wars, has been discussed elsewhere by me in
relation to Antonina, Belisarius’ wife.’* As in her case, perhaps some-
thing of the real Belisarius emerges through Procopius’ dual portrait.
In conclusion, Procopius’ depiction of Belisarius in the Anekdota con-
trasts starkly with his portrayal in the Wars, using ambiguity and irony
to present a figure who has fallen from glory to despair. This dual rep-
resentation — both admiring and critical — suggests a more complex,
perhaps more realistic, image of Belisarius emerging between the lines.

Moving on to whether Procopius’ narrative supports the cited epi-
graphs, Lia Rafaella Cresci argues convincingly that Belisarius ‘is por-
trayed as a friend and supporter of peace: cf. Wars 1.14.1-3" by Pro-
copius and ‘In reality, it is extremely significant that the elements of
gratuitous aggression are systematically excluded from the portrait of
Belisarius’.'” The argument that Procopius’ characterisation of Belisar-
ius excludes aggression can be extended to absolving Belisarius from

3 Here, | repurpose Williams’ terms, cited below.

# LSJ idudng: A. 1. “one in a private station, opp. to one holding public office, or
taking part in public affairs”; 111.3 “ignoramus”.

% Wars 1.25.31.

% Lillington-Martin 2024a: 224, 240.

1 Cresci 1986: 254 “...egli viene dipinto come amico e sostenitore della pace...”)
and 255 (‘In realita ¢ estremamente significativo che dal ritratto di Belisario vengano
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responsibility for most other forms of violence. Procopius minimises
gratuitous aggression, attributing major strategic offensives to imperial
initiative, while showing Belisarius’ own violence chiefly in a discipli-
nary or punitive frame (e.g. the executions at Abydos and the impale-
ment of Laurus at Carthage — see notes 83, 96 and 105). Procopius
tends to lay the blame for aggression, in which Belisarius is directly or
indirectly involved, at others’ doors. In Wars, he often blames Justinian,
such as for ordering Belisarius to: raid Persarmenia; attempt fort build-
ing on the eastern frontier at Mindouos (breaking a treaty); march into
Persia (before the Persians attack Dara) in 530;® slaughter civilians to
quash the Nika riots of 532;° lead the expedition against the Vandals of
North Africa and the islands of the western Mediterranean from 533;%°
seize Sicily in 535 and invade Italy from 536. On all of those occasions,
Justinian places Belisarius in charge of the military forces. However,
Book 6 partly blames Belisarius for the disarray in the high command
and the failure to attack Vitigis when he was vulnerable outside of Ri-
mini and for worrying too much about attacking the Gothic fortresses
en route to Ravenna, which might have been left in his army’s rear. The
close of Book 7 has several instances of Belisarius acting in a nega-
tive way, where Procopius simply inverts good characteristics, e.g.,
Belisarius violently seizing lands and treating his soldiers unjustly. In-
deed, Procopius later praises Narses in Book 8 for not worrying about
taking on certain fortresses and just going around these outposts and
settling things once and for all in a big set battle. But Procopius was
not a general and Narses had a huge army which was larger than any
which Belisarius had ever commanded. Sometimes blame is placed on
Antonina or Theodora, such as when the pair entrapped and brought
down Justinian’s powerful prefect, John the Cappadocian. Procopius
does blame Belisarius for controversial deeds such as the deposition
of Pope Silverius and the execution of Constantinus in 537, in Wars,

esclusi sistematicamente gli elementi di aggressivita gratuita...” (transl. Lillington-
Martin). See also Greatrex 2022b: 191.

% Lillington-Martin 2007 and Lillington-Martin 2013.

1 For recent reassessments and a map of the debate, see Greatrex 1997: 80-83;
Brodka 2018: 51-53; Parnell 2023: 67-74.

2 Lillington-Martin 2018 and Lillington-Martin 2024b.
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although he then ‘corrects’ the stories in his Anekdota by shifting the
blame to Antonina.

Belisarius is ubiquitous in Books 1-7 of Wars and is mentioned,
by name, four times as often as Justinian.?? It is therefore not entirely
surprising that, at Antioch in the early 590s,2 Evagrius of Epiphania
(Syria 1l) seems to have perceived that Procopius’ Wars were primar-
ily about Belisarius, rather than the Emperor Justinian. Indeed, in his
‘Ecclesiastical History’, Evagrius suggested, ‘[I]t has been written by
Procopius the rhetor, who wrote a book about the deeds of Belisarius’
(véypomton 8¢ Ipokomiey T priTopt ta kKatd BeModapiov cuyypapovtt).?
It is noteworthy that, just four decades after the publication of Wars and
less than 20 years since the death of Justinian and Belisarius, Evagrius’
description of Procopius’ Wars focuses on Procopius, as rhetor, writ-
ing about ‘the deeds of Belisarius”.? Furthermore, Evagrius’ ‘exploita-
tion [of Procopius’ Wars] is extensive, embracing both direct quotation
and more selective summary... citations are located in the central sec-
tion of book iv (iv. 12-27), which was largely based on his writings’.”
Such a reception by Evagrius is not altogether surprising considering
Belisarius’ heavy presence throughout Wars 1-7.

Procopius occasionally deploys sophisticated ambiguous charac-
terisation both to criticise Belisarius and to highlight that he was the
emperor’s instrument. He is characterised as one of Justinian’s best
generals,?® who survived his military campaigns against the Persians,
Vandals and Goths, despite being exposed to danger. For example, he

2 Lillington-Martin 2024a.

2 Belisarius 715 mentions, Justinian 175. On Justinian, see also Rubin 1960; Rubin
1995; Meier 2003; Tate 2004.

2 Whitby 2000: xiii.

2 Adapted from Whitby 2000: 212.

% Evagrius, HE 4.12.

% Evagrius HE 4.12, 19; 5.24, perhaps following Agathias 1. proem, 22, 32; 2.19.1;
4.15.1,4.26.4; 4.29.5; 4.30.5, and both followed by Suida IT 2479.

27 Whitby (2000: xxviii) notes, ‘Evagrius compliments [Procopius] on his care,
emotional description, elegance, eloquence and exceptional clarity (iv. 12, 13, 19)’.

2 Wars 1.13.9: ‘After this the emperor Justinian appointed Belisarius general
of the East and instructed him to march against the Persians. "Yotepov 6¢ Pacihedg
Tovotviavog oTpatyov e o Belodpilov katactaodpevos, otpatevely mt [Tépoag
€KEAEVEVY.
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was: attacked and almost killed by Goths with spears and swords, in
a skirmish near the Salarian Bridge, just before the siege of Rome;
nearly assassinated with a dagger by Constantinus (a subordinate gen-
eral) during that siege and, saved from a Goth’s arrow by Unigast, a do-
ryphoros (dopvpdpog), when besieging Osimo.? Other excellent gener-
als such as Sittas and Solomon were killed in battle, by Armenians and
Mauri respectively.*

Progressive redefinition of character

As previous authors sometimes characterised their heroes as being in-
timidated (Homer’s Odysseus; Apollonius Rhodius’ Jason and Virgil’s
Aeneas), Procopius sometimes represents Belisarius as being intimi-
dated by his own hungry troops (voluntarily fasting for Easter or short
on supplies when under siege), or served by purportedly ‘unreliable’
allies,®* which attempts to divert blame from Belisarius for some of his
defeats. This happened to Belisarius before the battles of Callinicum,
531, and at Rome, 537; when he had to deal with mutinies in North Af-
rica and Sicily, 536, and when he had to manage calls for him to declare
himself emperor in Ravenna, 540, perhaps in Syria, 542. The causes
were different, but such events are reminiscent of Tacitus’ portrayal of
the treatment of Germanicus by his troops and vice versa (before he
went on to lead them to honour the remains of the legions of Varus in
the Teutoburg forest in A.D. 14) and his dealing with mutinies.®? We
should bear in mind that Tacitus was writing about long-deceased char-
acters whilst Procopius was writing about contemporary, very much
alive, ones. My comparison with Tacitus is heuristic, highlighting par-
allel narrative strategies, but not asserting direct derivation or factual
identity.

Even so, Germanicus and Belisarius do seem to have sometimes
been treated in similar ways by Tacitus and Procopius, regarding

»  5.18.3ff.; 6.8.1ff. and 6.27.13-14 respectively.
30 Wars 2.4.52, 2.3.25 and 4.21.25-28.

81 Cameron 1985: 125, n. 88, 147.

% Tacitus Annals 1.31-54, esp. at 34-35.
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Tiberius and Justinian, respectively. Williams notes that interpretations
of Tacitus’ portrait of Germanicus in the Annals ‘range from “the radi-
ant figure compounded of all virtues and excellence (and popular in
proportion) to set against the dark soul of Tiberius Caesar,” to a comic
failure’.** Something similar could be argued of Belisarius regarding
Justinian within Procopius’ Wars and Anekdota. Williams maintains that
we need not expect consistent characterisation of Germanus by Tacitus
to ‘argue that Germanicus’ contradictory characterization serves to pro-
vide commentary on the nature of the principate’,* which is something
to consider regarding Procopius’ Belisarius, who is portrayed as it suits
the narrative. Michael Stewart argues that the portrait of Belisarius, as
either a good or bad person/general, is often shaped by whether he is
winning or losing.* Christopher Pelling argues that in Tacitus’ ‘curi-
ously indecisive narrative... with Germanicus we seem to have a more
irregular technique’.*® He adds that ‘Simple and straightforward deni-
gration or praise would be inadequate for the principate: should we be
surprised if they are inadequate for Germanicus too, and the alterna-
tive atmosphere and world that he comes to embody?’.%” Pelling ob-
serves that ‘Germanicus’ characterization in the Annals functions as
a commentary on the entire concept of the principate’ saying, ‘Tacitus’
treatment of Germanicus is a reflex of his approach to the principate
as a whole,” but he adds that we ‘can regard Germanicus rather as he
regards the past, particularly the republican past’. This may apply to
Procopius’ treatment of Belisarius and his view of Justinian’s regime.
Pelling observes that, ‘Germanicus and Agrippina may themselves be
presented as achingly innocent of any disloyalty, even perhaps of any
malice against Tiberius, but they presage very sinister themes indeed’.
This too could be applied to Procopius’ account of Belisarius and An-
tonina vis a vis their loyalty to Justinian and Theodora. Overall, Taci-
tus” Germanus and Procopius’ Belisarius are both feted as good gen-
erals, even though they have significant weaknesses. Germanus was

3 Williams 2009: 117, n. 1.
3 Williams 2009: 117-118.
% Stewart 2022: 245-264.
% Pelling 1993: 59-60.

87 Pelling 1993: 68, n. 3.

% Pelling 1993: 72, n. 3.
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bullied by his troops, and this could be said of Belisarius, especially at
Callinicum in April 531.%

This comparison of the way a later author, Procopius, may have
written, consciously or not, in similar ways to an earlier one, recalls
Procopius’ comments in his preface (Wars 1.1.1-2). There he reflects
on writing history for those men of future generations who plan to ben-
efit from reading history so as to predict likely results of their actions.
No doubt Procopius saw earlier authors (Homer, Herodotus, Thucy-
dides, Apollonius, Tacitus etc.) in this way. He may be hinting that
leaders should plan well and perhaps be suggesting that his protago-
nists sometimes failed to plan properly. He certainly discusses planning
throughout the Wars, which includes over 200 examples. In addition to
being presented as intimidated by his own troops in the Wars, Belisar-
ius is often portrayed as bullied by Justinian, Theodora and Antonina in
the secret Anekdota.

A close reading of Wars suggests that Procopius “treatment of
Belisarius ranges from the eulogistic to the critical”,* because Proco-
pius’ views changed over time. There is heavy criticism of Belisarius at
the end of Book 7 (in stark contrast to the eulogy at its start):

Belisarius returned to Byzantium in disarray. For five years he had not
disembarked anywhere on the soil of Italy nor had succeeded in making
a single march there by land, but he had taken refuge in concealed flight
during this whole time, always sailing without interruption from one co-
astal fort to another stronghold along the shore.
As a result the enemy, having now little to fear, had enslaved Rome and
everything else, practically speaking.*!

Wars 7.35.1-2

% Kaldellis (2014: 47, n. 100) highlights that Procopius makes Belisarius “seem
weak and unable to control his army. Jordanes, Romana 363, stresses that the fault lay
with the army, not the general.”

@ Greatrex 2014: 95, n. 76.

4 BeModplog pev v ént 10 Bulavtiov 00devi kdopm fet, yijg pev tiig Troddv
TEVTAETEG 0VJAUT oG, 0VOE TN 03D 1Evar Evtadba ioyboag, GAAL PUYT KEKPLLIEVT
€YOLEVOG TTAVTO TOVTOV TOV YPOVOV, £K T€ OYLP®LATOG del EnBuracsiov Tvog £¢ dAAO
€mi Tig Topokiog OxOpmUS SMNVEKEG VOLTIAAOUEVOG. Kol AT 0DTOD GOEEGTEPOV TOVG
nolepiovg tetoynke Pouny 1€ avdpamodicor kai tdAla og gineiv dravra. Kaldellis
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Procopius criticises Belisarius indirectly in another way. He some-
times does so by proposing that he himself was a noteworthy agent
who restored a sense of confidence in Belisarius. Procopius sets this
up by representing Belisarius as uncertain regarding various military
strategies on at least ten occasions, when he experiences moments
of perplexity (aporia). At the military level, Procopius characterises
Belisarius (after moments of aporia) as returning to comprehension
or confidence after occasionally accepting Procopius’ own advice on
military matters. Procopius emphasises when his advice contributes to
Belisarius’ successes in Africa, Sicily and Italy. Therefore, Procopius
occasionally characterises himself more as an expert military adviser
to Belisarius than a mere ‘reporter’ of events,*> whose contribution to
Belisarius’ success was, according to himself, significant at key mo-
ments in Justinian’s wars against the Vandals and Goths. Procopius in-
cludes a general comment regarding advisors in a speech by Archelaus:

For when things go well for people they attribute their success to their
own judgment or fortune, but when they fail they blame only the one who
advised them.®

Wars 3.15.5

Perhaps Procopius felt blamed by Belisarius for something he had
advised upon and sensed the need to emphasise occasions when his ad-
vice had been sound. To achieve his self-portrayal as an expert military
adviser, Procopius sometimes represents characters (including himself)
as feeling ‘at a loss’ or ‘perplexed’. In Wars 1 and 3-6, he has ‘his
hero’ Belisarius feeling so: at the Persian invasion of Commagene in
531; his fleet’s arrival to Sicily in 533; his army’s disorderly sacking
of the Vandal camp at Tricamarum, 533; at the siege of Naples in 536;
hearing the Goths were marching against Rome in 537 (although since
this was predictable, Procopius may be exaggerating the degree of per-
plexity); when the besieged population of Rome demand action in 537;

(2014: 449, n. 715) signals that Procopius provides a similar evaluation at Anekdota 5.1.
42 As Procopius is characterised by Cameron 1985: xi—xii, 13, 86, 151, 241.
8 olyap BvOpomot kKakdg pev eepopevorl gig v idlav yvouny fi oy dvagépovct
TO TPAUOCOUEVA, GOUAEVTESG OE TOV TUPAIVEGAVTO. OUTIAVTOL LOVOV.
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strategising at Fermo in 538; at the siege of Osimo in 539, and on learn-
ing of the invasion of Italy by the Franks in 539.# Normally, Procopius
portrays Belisarius as reaching a successful solution alone. So he may
be setting Belisarius up to appear puzzled but complimenting him on
his own abilities to plan solutions in difficult circumstances. However,
on two occasions, on Sicily and at Osimo, Procopius represents himself
as providing Belisarius with solutions. These are of particular interest
as they frame the Vandal and first Gothic wars, 533-540. Belisarius’
landing on Sicily opened the western wars as a launchpad to invade
North Africa, and the long-awaited capture of Osimo allowed Belisar-
ius to move on to take Ravenna, ending the first Gothic war. Procopius
is using his portrayal of Belisarius to highlight his own participation in,
and importance regarding, momentous events.

As the main protagonist (if not always his ‘hero’) of Wars, Pro-
copius mentions Belisarius’ name increasingly across (approximately
equally long) Books 1 to 6 (from 46 to 55; 63; 80; 163 to 193 times
respectively) before dropping in Books 7 and 8 (115 and 5 times re-
spectively). By contrast, Justinian is mentioned, by name, 221 times
in Books 1 to 8: the frequency varies across Books 1 to 7 (from 29 to
52; 17; 19; 16; 8 and 34 times respectively) before rising in Book 8
(46 times). There are 23 Johns who are mentioned a total of 481 times
(John nephew of Vitalian appears approximately 110 times, mostly in
Books 6 and 7). It is noteworthy that Book 6 sees the highest num-
ber of mentions of Belisarius (193) and the lowest number of men-
tions of Justinian by name (8). This is the book which culminates in
Belisarius’ capture of the Gothic capital, Ravenna, and the one in which
he is offered, but declines, the Gothic crown three times.*® Regarding
the Persian Wars, Greatrex comments that ‘Belisarius occupies a spe-
cial place in the narrative:... the Persian King Khusro dominates book
ii... Belisarius still shines in his encounter with the king in 541 (ii.
20-21).%

4 Wars 1.18.4 dimopeito; 3.14.3 dnopovpevog; 4.4.6 v andpw; 5.9.10 dmopovpéve;
5.17.1 dmmopeito; 6.3.12 dmopovpéve; 6.16.17 dmmopeitd; 6.23.23 dmopovpéve;
6.25.19 aunyaviav respectively.

4 Lillington-Martin 2009: 5-7.

4 Greatrex 2022b: 10, n. 31.
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Procopius offers a highly complex and evolving portrayal of
Belisarius, shaped by context, outcome, and rhetorical purpose. Much
like Tacitus’ treatment of Germanicus, Procopius’ Belisarius moves
between glory and failure, heroism and helplessness, depending on
the moment and message. This progressive redefinition is rooted in
a literary tradition that accommodates ambivalence: like Odysseus or
Germanicus, Belisarius is sometimes intimidated, uncertain, or under-
mined and yet still retains the aura of a significant general. His char-
acter is filtered through both military success and Procopius’ shifting
authorial stance: in Wars, Belisarius may appear noble or perplexed;
in the Anekdota, he may be diminished or ridiculed. At times, Proco-
pius even inserts himself as a key figure in Belisarius’ decision-mak-
ing, casting his own advice as pivotal. The variations in how frequently
Belisarius and Justinian are mentioned further reflect these narrative
and thematic fluctuations, especially with Book 6 marking the zenith of
Belisarius’ prominence. Ultimately, as with Tacitus’ Germanicus, Pro-
copius’ Belisarius becomes not just a military protagonist but also a ve-
hicle through which larger political and moral critiques of leadership,
loyalty, and imperial control are articulated.

Belisarius’ first rise and fall, 527-531

The early stages of Belisarius’ career under Justinian offer insight into
Procopius’ subtle narrative techniques and political commentary. In
charting Belisarius’ rise from guard to commander on the eastern fron-
tier, Procopius not only outlines the general’s military progression but
also uses ambiguity to suggest complex dynamics between Belisarius,
Justinian, and himself. In 527, Justinian promoted Belisarius from his
role as an officer among his guards, a doryphoros (opvpdpoc),*” to
become the Commander of Mesopotamia (pyovio Kotoloymv tdv &v
Adpag; é&v Mecomotapig otpatiotdv dpyov or dux Mesopotamiae),
based at Dara on the eastern frontier.*® Procopius himself was appointed

47 Wars 1.12.21.
4 Wars 1.12.24; 1.22.3; Pseudo-Zachariah, Chron. 9.2a (93).
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as Belisarius’ adviser / sumboulos (Eoppoviog or assessor) in 527 t00.4
However, Procopius avoids specifying who appointed him, inviting
readers to infer that Belisarius was responsible. Geoffrey Greatrex out-
lines the possibilities and concludes that it ‘will have been Belisarius’.*
This ambiguity may serve to enhance Procopius’ own stature or hint at
a higher authority’s involvement, such as Justinian’s. This in turn per-
mits him to characterise both: insinuating that Belisarius does not de-
cide enough and that Justinian decides too much. This leads to potential
irony because Procopius gained the necessary experience to write Wars
by subsequently serving Belisarius from 527 until at least 540. They
probably remained in contact, to some degree, into the 540s and per-
haps beyond. Given that Belisarius features so much more often than
Justinian in the narrative, the opening lines of Wars: ‘Procopius the
Caesarean has written (the history) of the wars which Justinian, Em-
peror of the Romans, waged against the barbarians of the East and of
the West...”®* might have been ironic but for the fact that the emperor
frames such decisions.

Belisarius is soon characterised as being tasked by Justinian with
fort building in the Persian borderlands such as at Mindouos.5? Despite
a defeat there in c. 528, Justinian is again, perhaps gratuitously, speci-
fied as having made him General of the East (otpatnyov ti|g €é® or
magister militum per orientem/MMO), in April 529. By specifying that
Justinian promoted Belisarius twice, in 527 and 529 with specific bel-
ligerent orders, Procopius lays aggressive decisions at Justinian’s door,
and, in addition, he increases Belisarius’ authority by associating him
with the emperor. Although Procopius eventually characterises Belisar-
ius as the victorious MMO winning a spectacular victory at the battle of
Dara in June 530, during most of his narrative of this battle Procopius
suggests that Belisarius may have shared the authority which resulted
in that victory. By tracing Belisarius’ promotions and initial military
engagements, Procopius crafts a dual commentary: on the growing

4 Wars 1.1.3; 1.12.24.

% Greatrex 2022b: 169.

1 Wars 1.1.1 Ipokoémog Katoapedg todg morépovg Euvéypayev odg Tovotiviavog
0 Popoiov paciieds mpoc PapPipovg dmveyke To0G T€ EHOVG Kol E6TEPIOVG. ..

52 Wars 1.13.1-8; Lillington-Martin 2012: 4-5.
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stature of Belisarius and the assertive, sometimes overreaching, role
of Justinian. Through careful framing, Procopius positions himself as
both participant and observer, subtly shaping the reader’s perception of
imperial authority and military competence.

Dara: Authority shared?

Perhaps Belisarius’ most famous battle, partly because Procopius provides
an extensive description of it, was that at Dara in June 530. Yet even in this
moment of triumph, Procopius presents a complex picture of shared com-
mand, political manoeuvring, and carefully modulated credit. Justinian had
ordered Belisarius to gather an army to march against the Persians.>® He
assembled his forces at Dara, but the enemy pre-empted him by invading
from Nisibis. Malalas’ account notes that Hermogenes (together with the
magister militum Rufinus): had been sent to the east as ambassadors; then
stayed with the ‘magister militum’ Belisarius, encamped outside Dara; sent
a message to Kavad and awaited a response from the Persian Shah (which
materialised as an attack from Nisibis).>*

Procopius notes that ‘Hermogenes also came to [Belisarius] from
the emperor to set the army in order with him, holding the office of
magister’.>®> Pseudo-Zachariah outlines the Roman victory at Dara
but mentions neither Belisarius nor Hermogenes.*® According to Pro-
copius’ detailed account, it seems that the command of the army was
shared in some way. Perhaps Hermogenes’ role as intended ambassa-
dor was switched to apply his diplomatic skills to the Roman army,
while Belisarius remained in command of tactical leadership. Although
this scenario is not specified by our ambiguous author, Procopius does

5 Wars 1.13.9 et al. in Martindale 1992a and Martindale 1992b (henceforth PLRE)
3a, 184.

% Malalas, Chron. 18.50. Bo. 452.13-453.1414 (crediting only Sunicas for chal-
lenging a Persian leader named Sagos, to single combat and slaying him during the
battle).

% Wars 1.13.10 xai oi ‘Eppoyévng Euvdiakoopioov 10V 6Tpatov £k Pacthémg
apiketo, 10 T0d payiotpov a&iopa Exmv.

% Pseudo-Zachariah, Chron. 9.3 (only Sunicas and Simmas, as baptised Huns, and
the Heruls ‘under’ Bouzes are named, and credited for their deeds).
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describe Belisarius and Hermogenes: receiving a report; deploying
their units; writing a letter; delivering a speech; drawing up their troops;
listening to Pharas’ plan; redeploying troops and halting the pursuit,
together (this joint-command view, ol aupi Belcdprov, alternating
with Belisarius alone, is labelled Doppelkommando [dual command]
by Koehn).” Procopius only describes Belisarius alone as receiving
a message from the Persian commander,® and has Hermogenes alone
order Andreas not to fight a second duel (but Andreas disobeys).*® Pro-
copius has ‘the men close to Belisarius’ send a second letter and pre-
pare for battle.®® As Belisarius and Hermogenes listen to Pharas’ plan
together and ‘those close to Belisarius’ are pleased by it, Hermogenes
is undoubtedly included among ‘those close to Belisarius’.®

This suggests that Hermogenes is also to be included in the other in-
stances when ‘those close to Belisarius’ are mentioned. Therefore, we may
infer that Procopius is giving primacy to Belisarius, and grouping Her-
mogenes with the general staff, but he is ambiguous in the process. In-
deed, Procopius explicitly credits Belisarius for the triumph, after initially
suggesting it was shared with the commander Hermogenes.®? However,
Belisarius’ authority soon diminished after the heavy defeat at Callinicum,
which highlighted the fragile nature of his command. In this instance, Pro-
copius lessens Belisarius’ responsibility by emphasising factors like unre-
liable allies and the challenges of leading fasting and poorly disciplined
troops. This narrative approach is reminiscent of Tacitus’ portrayal of Ger-
manicus and reflects Procopius’ tendency to divert blame from Belisarius
when failures can be ascribed to systemic issues or external pressures.
Belisarius was recalled to Constantinople and his authority was then as-
signed to Sittas, brother-in-law to the Empress Theodora.

Through his nuanced depiction of the Dara campaign, Procopius
subtly elevates Belisarius while simultaneously revealing the precarious

S Wars 1.13.12, 22; 1.14.1, 20, 28, 33, 44 and 53. See also Whately 2016: 107;
Koehn 2018: 37, n. 95.

% Wars 1.13.17.

% Wars 1.13.35.

0 Wars 1.14.7 avfig 8¢ ol duei Belodplov Eypoyov dde; 1.14.12 ol duei
Belodpiov.

6 Wars 1.14.32-33 «ai érel todg dpei BeMoapiov fipeoke.

62 Wars 1.16.1.
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nature of his authority. The shifting roles of figures like Hermogenes,
and the later fallout after Callinicum, highlight the historian’s use of
ambiguity to explore the tension between personal merit, imperial fa-
vour, and structural constraints within the military hierarchy.

Callinicum: Authority lost!

The campaign leading to the battle of Callinicum in April 531 high-
lights both the strengths and limitations of Belisarius’ leadership, as
preserved in various accounts. The sources paint a complex picture of
a general navigating strategic caution, religious observance, and a frac-
tious army, against a Persian force that may have exploited both terrain
and timing to their advantage. As well as Procopius, Pseudo-Zachariah,
Malalas and Jordanes offer details of the campaign and battle.%® The
Persians entered Roman territory via the Euphrates valley, near Circe-
sium, and advanced deep into Syria towards Antioch. On receiving re-
ports of this incursion, Belisarius organised a very efficient response
and manoeuvred his forces, near to Gabbula, so as to block the Per-
sians’ route to Antioch. They then retreated down the Euphrates val-
ley towards the frontier. Belisarius had his forces shadow the Persians,
remaining a day’s march behind them, apparently with the intention
of ‘escorting’ them out of the empire. Belisarius’ authority began to
fragment as he did not attack the Persians and, ‘[BJecause of this every-
one secretly mocked him, both officers and soldiers, but not a man re-
proached him to his face.”® On Good Friday, 18 April 531, the Persians
arrived at Callinicum and camped on the opposite, southern, bank of
the Euphrates. The next day they seemed to have lingered there because
Belisarius” army had to march from Soura, 25km westwards (or per-
haps Soura I1, 20 km away) to reach Callinicum. Moreover, Procopius’
references to times of the day suggest that the battle was fought in the
afternoon.®

8 Malalas, Chron. 18.60; Pseudo-Zacharias, Chron. 9.4a; Jord. Rom. 363.

8 Wars 1.18.12 &10 67 Gmovieg adt® AéOpo €roidopodvto, Epyoviés e Kai
oTPATIDTAL, EKAKILE PHEVTOL ADTOV £C OYV OVOELG.

6 Wars 1.18.35-48.
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Procopius claims that the Persians intended to march through un-
inhabited country rather than keeping to the bank of the Euphrates, but
he could not have known this and is probably basing it on what the
Persians did after the battle. Similarly, he asserts that they were in the
act of preparing for departure when Belisarius’ army arrived, but he
could not have known that either and he is probably trying to support
Belisarius’ defence that his army was overeager to fight an unnecessary
battle.%® Therefore, the Persians, after a good rest, may have actually
been waiting to offer battle to Belisarius’ (tired, thirsty and hungry)
army. Such lingering may have been planned partly to take advantage
of the (mostly Christian) Roman army’s participating in a pre-Easter
fast. This is feasible because Procopius highlights the fact that it was
Easter Saturday, and the Roman officers and troops were passionately
eager to fight despite their fasting during Easter week.®

Procopius portrays Belisarius as wishing to allow the Persians to
return across the frontier, as recommended to him by Hermogenes.®
Pseudo-Zachariah adds that the Persian army leader wrote a letter to
Belisarius, to suggest he not attack ‘for the sake of the Nazarenes [pos-
sibly Christians] and the Jews who are in the army that is with me, and
for the sake of you who are Christians’.%® This assigns knowledge of
the Christian calendar and customs to the Persians (similarly, Proco-
pius later has Belisarius display knowledge of the Bedouin religious
calendar and customs).” However, the army challenged his authority.™
Belisarius initially tried to resist his army’s desire to fight (the troops
may have had the Persians’ plunder in mind, as well as indignation at
the raid and religious fervour) and then agreed to give battle but the
Persians won.”> Therefore, it is feasible that the Persians, based on
their knowledge of Christian customs, formed a plan to entice the Ro-
mans into a conflict when they would be weakened by fasting. Even
if Belisarius’ authority had been respected, the Persians could have

% Wars 1.18.13-14.

67 Wars 1.18.15-16.

8 \Wars 1.18.16.

8 Pseudo-Zachariah, Chron. 9.4.

0 Wars 2.16.18.

7 Wars 1.18.24.

2 Wars 1.21.2 et al. in PLRE 3a, 186.
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counter-attacked the Romans, and the result may not have been very
different. Belisarius was recalled to Constantinople by the emperor, his
conduct was investigated,”™ and he was relieved of the office of magis-
ter militum per orientem. This setback was the first of several serious
blows to his authority. Belisarius’ reluctance to engage at Callinicum,
shaped by both prudence and external advice, ultimately clashed with
the zeal of his own troops and the calculated provocation of the Per-
sians. The defeat marked a turning point in his career, as Procopius’
account suggests both a loss of authority and imperial concern.

Reputation protected?

Procopius, however, does his utmost to conceal Belisarius’ downfall
and to protect his patron’s reputation and associated authority by sug-
gesting that ‘Belisarius came to Byzantium at the summons of the em-
peror, having been removed from the office which he held, in order that
he might march against the Vandals’.” The falsehood in this is con-
firmed by the fact that Belisarius is reappointed as MMO before the
expedition was launched in June 533, over two years later. Procopius
later compounds the fabrication by characterising Justinian as remov-
ing Belisarius from the East surreptitiously in 531, to be redeployed in
the West in 533 by recounting that,

Belisarius, the General of the East, was summoned and came to
[Justinian] immediately, no announcement having been made to him nor
to anyone else that he was about to lead an army against Libya, but it was
given out that he had been removed from the office which he held.”

Wars 3.9.25

s Malalas, Chron. 18.60-61 (on which Procopius is silent). See also Stachura 2024:
348, n. 104.

™ Wars 1.21.2 xai Behoépiog Pacthel &g Bulavtiov petémepntog B0 mepmpnuévog
fiv slyev apyv, £ @ &t Bavdilove otpotedosts.

B mopfv pev antd petdmepmroc O Thg £dag otpatnydg Belodpilog, ovy 6t &g
A POy otpatnynoew péAlot mpogpnuévov avtd 1| GAA® 0t@odv, GAAL TG AOY®
Tapodéluto g elxev apyic. Similarly, Procopius uses the Greek T@ Léy® (‘according
to rumors’) at 5.5.6; 6.12.39 and 2.15.35.
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Procopius here adds the assertion that his removal from office was
a cover story and so perhaps Wars 3.9.25 could be seeking to expand
on Wars 1.21.2; but it is not credible. Procopius does his best to protect
Belisarius’ reputation, and in so doing he assigns far-sighted strategic
planning to Justinian. We can thus conclude that Belisarius’ authority
rose from 527, before he fell from grace in 531 but he was given a sec-
ond opportunity in 533. We shall now consider why he was granted
another chance to wield power with even more authority than he had
previously held.

Belisarius’ second rise and fall, 532-543

An uprising in Constantinople in January 532 led to second chances
for both Belisarius and Justinian. Belisarius was instrumental in saving
Justinian’s throne during the suppression of the Nika riots, within nine
months of his defeat at Callinicum. Belisarius was thus able to redeem
himself in Justinian’s eyes and allay imperial concerns,’ as he, and
a group of the emperor’s loyalists, which included Mundus, Constan-
tiolus and Narses, were effectively given authority to quash the rioters
by any means. This resulted in a multi-pronged co-ordinated attack on
the gathering point for the rebels in the hippodrome, which reportedly
killed 30,000 civilians. Procopius highlights the role of Belisarius in
that attack, which may not be entirely unjustified considering that Mun-
dus did wait for Belisarius to enter the hippodrome before he engaged.”
According to the Chronicon Paschale, it was Belisarius and his guards-
men who captured the kathisma and handed over the leaders of the re-
bellion, which included the usurper Hypatius (the nephew of the for-
mer emperor Anastasius), to Justinian for punishment.”® With his own
authority reestablished, Justinian confirmed Belisarius’ status. This is
evidenced by Novellae Constitutiones 155, regarding a case in Antioch,
which Justinian addressed to Belisarius, as otpatnydg (general), on 1%
February 533. This suggests he was reappointed as magister militum

6 Wars 1.24.44-53; et al. in PLRE 3a, 187.
7 Greatrex 1997: 79-80, n. 98; Brodka 2018.
8 CP 624-625, 625.8-11.
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per orientem sometime in 532, or January 533 at the latest. However,
instead of conducting military operations in the East, Belisarius was
ordered to lead 50,000 soldiers and sailors on an expedition to invade
the Vandal kingdom (North Africa, the Balearic Islands, Sardinia and
Corsica).” Procopius states that, “As general with supreme author-
ity over all [autokrator] the emperor sent Belisarius, who was again
in command of the eastern armies [MMO]”.2 The expedition, which
left Constantinople in late June 533, captured the entire kingdom of
the Vandals (except Lilybaeum, modern Marsala, Sicily) by early 534.
Belisarius’ authority was confirmed by three things: not only by his of-
fice as MMO and Procopius’ designation of him as autokrator but, in
addition, according to Procopius, by a document from Justinian:

And the emperor gave him written instructions to do everything as se-
emed best to him, confirming that his acts would be as valid as those per-
formed by the emperor himself. The letter, in fact, gave him the authority
of an emperor.®!

Wars 3.11.20

In line with the authority which Procopius assigns to Belisarius
at the time, within three chapters he refers to himself, in his account
of the voyage to Africa, as a senior adviser (mépedpog, paredros, or
quaestor).® Procopius may be enhancing his own reputation.

The Codex Justinianus (CJ) 1.27.2.pr., issued in Constantinople on
13 April 534, refers to Belisarius as MMO on the eve of his return.
Procopius states that, on his second expedition to the west in 535, the
“general in supreme command over all [autokrator] was Belisarius”,
suggesting similar authority to that held in 533. Furthermore, Procop-
ius has Belisarius refer to his being supreme commander in a speech to
(in)subordinate commanders in 541 (Wars 2.18.6), and he has Justinian

7  Wars 1.26.1 et al. in PLRE 3a, 187.

8 Wars 3.11.18 otpatnyov 8¢ avtokpdropa £¢ dmact Belodpov Bacidedg
go1eMAeV, OC TAV EDmV 0PIC KOTUAOYOV TPXE.

8 wpappard 1€ 00TQ) Pociiedsg Eypoge, dpav Ekaocta 6 v adTd Soki] dpioTa
Eyev, TadTé TE KOPLo. Eivor fite adTod Paciémg avtd Stamempoyuévov. Pacthémg yap
o0T® POV T YpApLOTO ETOTEL

8 Wars 3.14.3 discussed in Lillington-Martin 2018: 158-160.
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refer to Belisarius’ supreme authority in a letter to Totila in 546 (Wars
7.21.25). Therefore, avtokpdtmp (supreme commander) was only ever
bestowed upon Belisarius in so many theatres of war, in Procopius’
Wars at least.

Authority en route to victory in Africa

Procopius characterises Belisarius as using his authority over army
discipline on a number of occasions during the expedition against the
Vandals. Shortly after sailing from Constantinople, when the fleet was
delayed at Abydos for four days due to a lack of wind, two Hunnic
mercenaries got drunk and murdered a fellow Hun. Procopius specifies
that Belisarius had them impaled to instil discipline in the army.* On
arriving at the African coast at Caput Vada (Rass Kaboudia, Chebba)
Belisarius anchored his fleet and called the commanders to a strategy
meeting on his ship. Procopius says that many speeches were made
both for and against disembarking the army. He reports that (the older)
Archelaus (possibly ironically) complimented Belisarius on his virtue,
judgment and experience and reminded all that Belisarius alone held
power, before making a long speech listing reasons not to disembark
the army.* Procopius has Belisarius respond with an equally long
speech outlining the advantages of disembarkation.* Belisarius is char-
acterised as considerate and wise, presenting alternatives and propos-
ing to choose the best course of action with his commanders, who adopt
his plan. This is reflected in a very similar conference at Dara in June
541 when the commanders debate options regarding an invasion into
Persia,’” and another at Sisauranon to debate a retreat.®® So, Procopius

8 Wars 5.5.4 otpotnydg 8¢ avtokpatop é9 Gmact Behohplog v in 541 at

2.18.6 adTOV EKAGTOV BDTOKPATOPA TOD TOAE[OV £06M0VTa glval, in 546 at 7.21.25 b1t
o1 avTokpaTopa tod ToAépOL TEmOinTaL Behodpiov, kbpog te did todto €keivog €in
10 tpog Tovtihay 6mwg Podrotto SrotkncascHat.

8 Wars 3.12.7-22.

8 Archelaus 5 in PLRE 2, 133; Wars 3.15.1-17.

8 Wars 3.15.18-30 and see Krallis 2022: 300-301.

8 Wars 2.16.6-19.

8 Wars 2.19.35-44.
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characterises Belisarius as a leader who used his authority to achieve
collective decision-making.®

The day after landing at Caput Vada, Belisarius punishes soldiers
who had stolen some fruit. This relates to maintaining his authority and
army discipline (as at Abydos), but Procopius notes it was important
that the army did not alienate the local Roman population. Belisarius
orders his troops to pay for food at this point, although this may be
rhetoric as it is the sort of order we would expect to have been given
before disembarking.® Pseudo-Zachariah concurs by writing ‘Belisar-
ius... was a friend to the peasants and did not permit the army to mo-
lest them.”®* Zachariah was commenting on Belisarius’ authority and
control over the Roman army in the East but the same policy was ap-
plicable in North Africa and Italy. Having applied his authority on his
soldiers, he marched the army northwards towards Carthage without
further incidents of indiscipline, whilst the fleet shadowed the army
and moved up the coast. On reaching Ad Decimum, Belisarius’ cavalry
defeated the Vandals on 13 September 533. The next day he was joined
by his infantry, and he led the army to Carthage but camped outside
to avoid any potential ambushes by the enemy, or plundering by his
troops, under cover of night, even though the Carthaginians opened
their gates.®? This suggests that neither Procopius nor Belisarius en-
tirely trusted the troops to respect Belisarius’ authority. Meanwhile the
fleet was approaching Carthage and anchored at Stagnum (9 km from
Carthage), but that night Admiral Calonymus and some sailors plun-
dered the property of merchants in Mandracium.®® That the admiral of
the fleet disobeys Belisarius demonstrates the limitations in his ability
to control his officers despite Justinian’s letter (Wars 3.11.20), giving
‘him the authority of an emperor’. This may explain why Belisarius led
the fleets in the subsequent Sicilian and Italian campaigns rather that
have a separate admiral,®* even though our sources are silent. On 15"

& Similarly at Wars 7.30.15. See also Krallis 2022: 299, 304; Azzani 2023; Stewart
2025.

% Wars 3.16.1-8.

% Pseudo-Zachariah, Chron. 9.93.

% Wars 3.20.1-2.

% Wars 3.20.15-16.

% Michael Stewart, pers. comm.
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September, Belisarius deployed all the soldiers and sailors to march
into Carthage. Procopius has Belisarius remind his troops: that their
own good behaviour towards the local population had resulted in good
luck until that point on the campaign and that the locals’ ancestors had
been Roman citizens.*® Procopius emphasises the soldiers’ respect for
Belisarius’ authority:

though the Roman soldiers were not accustomed to enter a subject city
without disorder, even if they numbered only five hundred, and especially
if they made the entry unexpectedly, all the soldiers under the command
of this general showed themselves so orderly that there was not a single
act of insolence nor a threat, and indeed nothing happened to hinder the
business of the city.”

Wars 3.21.9

Belisarius ensured his soldiers entered Carthage peacefully, and did
so in Syracuse, Rome and Ravenna too, but Procopius relates that he
was unable to control them after storming the Vandal camp at Tricama-
rum and Gothic Naples.*’

Authority envied, challenged and restored

On entering the palace in Carthage on 15" September 533, Belisarius
‘seated himself on Gelimer’s throne’.*® This physical manifestation of
his authority might have confirmed ‘that his acts would be valid as if
the emperor himself had done them’ but it did not, and it was followed
by accusations. Procopius immediately demonstrates, in the succeeding
lines, how Belisarius’ authority was undermined by recounting how the

% Wars 3.20.17-20.

% 1@V yap &M Popaiov oTpatiotdv 00k eindotmv 00pHBov ywpig £ TOAY KOTHKOOV
oeioty 008’ dv Katd meviaKooiong elev GALmG T& Kai &k Tod dpocdoknTov iéval, obtm
31 KOGV BIOVTOG O GTPUTNYOS OVTOG TOVE BPYOLEVOVS TAPEGYETO MGTE 0VOE HPPIV
Twva 1 dmethny yevéaBat, o0 piv 00 TL Eumddiopa Tf) Kotd THV ToA Epyacia EuvePn.

% Wars 5.6.12-18 (Syracuse); 5.14.4-14 (Rome); 6.29.32-35 (Ravenna); 4.3.24 and
4.4.3-5 (Tricamarum); 5.10.29; Lillington-Martin, Stewart 2021: 293, n. 39 (Naples).

% Wars 3.20.21 év 1@ I'ehipepog Opdve éxabicev.
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victims of the raid on Mandracium appealed to him. He bound admiral
Calonymus by oaths to return the goods stolen from Mandracium, but
the admiral disregarded what he had sworn to the ‘autokrator’. Rather
than criticise Belisarius’ failure to punish the admiral, the author de-
scribes how the admiral died.*® Procopius describes how some envious
officers slandered Belisarius to Justinian by suggesting he sought to
establish his own kingdom. Procopius both defends Belisarius against
accusations of disloyalty (see below) and points out that his authority
was only respected superficially by the admiral.

Belisarius’ authority had benefitted by the significant riches he had
obtained during the African campaign. He spent money on workers to
dig a trench around Carthage’s circuit-wall, which he was having re-
paired.’®® Procopius reports that Belisarius’ authority was recognised
by the leaders of the Mauri:

For all those who ruled over the Moors in Mauretania and Numidia and
Byzacium sent envoys to Belisarius saying that they were slaves of the em-
peror and promised to fight with him.'"!

Wars 3.25.3

To these Mauri Belisarius sent the traditional gold and silver insig-
nia of office and much money.*2 Procopius says that in fact the Mauri
remained neutral and so perhaps he is being ambiguous. This story could
be interpreted by certain readers as the Mauri promising to fight with
Belisarius as emperor. This possibility is supported by the subsequent
uprising of the Mauri on learning in the Spring of 534 that Belisarius
planned to sail from Carthage back to Constantinople, with his guards
and the Vandal prisoners.2® The circumstances foreshadow the uprising
of the Goths in Italy after Belisarius disingenuously feigned acceptance
of their crown and then left Ravenna to return to Constantinople in May

% Wars 3.20.22-25.

100 Wars 3.23.19-20.

0 goot yap &v te Mavprravig koi Novwdig koi Bulakio Movpovsiov fpyov,
npéoPeic g BeModpiov mépyaveg Sodoi te Bactiéme Epackov lvot kol Evppayioey
VIEGYOVTO.

02 \Wars 3.25.3-8.

103 Wars 4.8.20.

221



Christopher Lillington-Martin

540. In both circumstances Belisarius had the authority of an emperor
and had defeated his enemy, but he remained loyal to his emperor and
returned to Constantinople as Justinian’s subordinate rather than rule
independently. Procopius highlights Belisarius’ loyalty at Carthage,
and after capturing Ravenna he says that “never, while the emperor
Justinian lived, would Belisarius usurp the imperial title.”'™ Procopius
seems to admire Belisarius’ loyalty, but he went on to gain respect for
the Goths, a view which he needed to disguise. I argue that Procopius
presents Belisarius as shaping a Mauri perspective, in 534, in a manner
structurally akin to his Gothic strategy in 540: an initial elevation of his
personal role, followed by a staged withdrawal that reasserts imperial
authority.'%

Whilst Belisarius oversaw the repairs to the wall of Carthage, the
Vandals approached the city and sought traitors to assist them: either
Carthaginians or Arian Roman soldiers. One Laurus, a Carthaginian, is
proven guilty by his own secretary and convicted of treason. Belisarius
had him impaled, successfully discouraging further acts of treason, and
attacked the Vandal king, Gelimer’s, reorganised forces and soundly
defeated them at Tricamarum in mid-December 533.' The Roman
troops stormed and then pillaged the Vandal camp throughout the night
as Belisarius’ control over them evaporated:

For neither did fear of the enemy nor respect for Belisarius occur to them,
nor indeed anything else at all except the desire for spoils and, being over-
mastered by this, they came to disregard everything else.’*”

Wars 4.4.5

194 Wars 6.30.28 6 8& 00 TPOGIEOUEVOLG ADTOIG GVTIKPLG AMETTEY, MG OVK v TOTE
Cdvtog Tovotwviavod Bacihémg Belodplog émPateor tod tig Pactieiog dvopotog.

105 Lillington-Martin 2009: 11-13.

1% Wars 4.1.8. For Tricamarum campaign strategy, battle location and tactics see
Lillington-Martin 2025a: 1-14.

107 00d¢ yop avtovg TV molepiov eoPog ovde 1 Beloapiov aidmg Eongl ovde
GAA0 TdOV ThvTmV 003EV, 6Tt PN 1 TV Aapvpov Entbopia, tavtg te VepPralopévng €g
oMyopiav IOV ALV TOVTOV ETPATOVTO.
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But at daybreak he took his stand upon a certain hill by the road, appe-
aling to a discipline that no longer existed and heaping reproaches upon
all, soldiers and officers alike.'®

Wars 4.4.7

Eventually, Belisarius manages to restore order: ‘... those who
were of the household of Belisarius... themselves came up beside the
general and obeyed the orders they were given.’*® This was the second
serious loss of authority. Much of what Procopius writes here is about
influence over groups, which is a form of ‘authority’, attained by giv-
ing a certain impression as a commander, to mere fortune, to the type of
people being influenced. So there is a chain of causes and attempts to
exert control over groups that always risk getting out of hand. In some
ways the characterisation is of the soldiers not the commander.

After this Belisarius exerted his authority once again, by garrison-
ing the cities and islands which the Vandals had ruled: Sardinia; Cor-
sica; Caesarea in Mauretania; Septem; Ibiza, Majorca, and Minorca and
Tripolis.’® On the grounds that it had belonged to the Vandals, he sent
a force to seize Lilybaeum, on the western tip of Gothic Sicily, but it
was repulsed. Procopius has Belisarius write a rather belligerent letter
to the Gothic commanders demanding their cooperation. Procopius has
them refer to their queen, Amalasuentha, who instructs them to reply
to Belisarius by offering to let Justinian arbitrate. This suggests limita-
tions to Belisarius’ authority.

Belisarius accepted the surrender of Gelimer, the king of the Van-
dals and Alans, in March 534. Procopius claims, in Wars, that Belisarius
requested permission from the emperor to bring Gelimer to Constantin-
ople and that Justinian then invited Belisarius to choose between stay-
ing in Africa or returning to Constantinople.** Such a ‘request’ demon-
strates another limit to Belisarius’ authority and the ‘invitation” would

108 grio 88 Nuépa Eml AOQov TVOC THic 630D &yyod eloTHKEL THV TE OVKETL ODGAV
ghKoopioy  AvaKoAOVUEVOS Kol TOAAG TAGL OTPOTIOTOLS TE Opod Kol dpyovot
AO130pOVLEVOG.

109 Wars 4.4.8 oi tfig Behoapiov oikiog Gvtec... avtol 8 mapd tOV oTpatnydv idvieg
TOV it TaPoyYEAAOUEVOV KATIKOVOV.

0 Wars 4.5.1-10.

M Wars 4.7.17 and 4.8.1-8.
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seem less than logical if any such ‘request’ had been made. There was
a reason for the ‘invitation’ being issued, which may partly relate to
his having sat on Gelimer’s throne in September 533: ‘For some of
the officers slandered him [Belisarius] to the emperor, charging him,
without any grounds whatever, with seeking to set up a kingdom for
himself, a statement for which there was no basis whatever.’**? In his
Anekdota, Procopius states that Justinian, ‘straightway summoned
Belisarius to return home without the least delay, laying against him
an utterly unjustified accusation of tyranny.’'** Kaldellis observes that
Procopius quotes the same language in both the Wars and the Anekdota
describing this charge as ‘utterly baseless.’*** Martindale sees Anek-
dota 18.9 as a ‘malicious interpretation of these events, forming part
of his [Procopius’] attack on Justinian’.***> However, Kaldellis argues
that ‘CJ 1.27.2.15 (13 April 534) suggests that Justinian had “ordered”
Belisarius to return.’*'® This implies that Justinian had concerns about
Belisarius’ loyalty: he returned to Constantinople.

Belisarius was then granted the honour of a triumph in Constan-
tinople (534), made Consul (535) and promoted to the rank of Patricius
(536).17 Peculiarly, Procopius never refers to Belisarius as a patrician
either in his Wars or his Anekdota, despite naming many characters as
such, including Antonina, who derived this highest honorary court dig-
nity through her marriage to Belisarius.**® The honour of the triumph
and dignity of being appointed Consul and raised to patrician rank all
added significantly to Belisarius’ authority and reputation.®

12 Wars 4.8.2 tdv yop apydviov tveg Siéforov avtov &g facidéa, Topavvida adTd

0Voap60gv TPOGNKOVOAY ETIKALOVVTES.

18 Anekdota 18.9 Behioapiov avtiko pelliost 008l LETETEUTETO, TVPAVVIDA O
ovoapd0ev Tpoonkovoay EmeykoAEcaS.

14 Kaldellis 2010: 81, n. 174.

15 PLRE 3a, 192.

16 Kaldellis 2014: 206, n. 381. On Belisarius being hated by other commanders and
members of the imperial court, see Krupczynski 1978; 1981.

U7 Wars 4.9.1-3; 4.9.15-16; et al. in PLRE 3a, 193.

18 Anekdota 3.16.

19 Beard 2007: 287-330; Bérm 2013: 63-91 offers the most recent and thorough
discussion of the circumstances behind Belisarius’ triumph.
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Because of Belisarius’ success in Africa, Justinian’s Codex (April
534) adds the postnominals alanic. vvandalic. afric. to his previous
ones to mark the subjugation of the Africans, Vandals and Alans:

In the name of Our Lord Jesus Christ, Emperor Caesar Flavius,
Justinianus, Allamannicus, Gothicus, Franciscus, Germanicus, Anticus,
Alanicus, Vandalicus, Africanus, pious, fortunate, renowned Conqueror
and Triumpher and ever Augustus.'?

Codex Iustinianus 1.27.43

These epithets were passed on to subsequent emperors down to
Heraclius. Belisarius, as Consul in 535 and still MMO, campaigned
successfully in Sicily and Italy until 540, and then in Syria until 542.

To Romel

When Belisarius led the second expedition to the west in 535, ‘The
emperor instructed Belisarius to give out that his destination was
Carthage’*?! but gave him secret orders to seize Sicily if feasible. How-
ever, apart from Procopius’ designation of him as autokrator, there is
no mention of Belisarius’ office as MMO or of a letter for him from
Justinian (although Procopius includes a letter from Justinian for the
Franks).'? So, in the context of the expeditions of 533 and 535, Belisar-
ius, as autokrator, is commander-in-chief of 24 and 10 other named
commanders respectively. Starting at Catania, he conquered Sicily and
marched into Syracuse with a triumphal procession, distributing gold
coins on the last day of his consulship, 31 December 535, and win-
tered there.'?® There soon ensued a military revolt in Africa at Easter

120 CJ 1.27.1.pr. in nom. d. n. ihesu christi imp. c. flav. iust. alaman. gotthic. fran-
cic. germanic. antic. alanic. vvandalic. afric. pius felix incl. victor ac triumphator
semper A.

21 Wars 5.5.6. Baciiebg e Behoapio énéotellev &g Kapyndova pev t® Aéyo
otéMAectadt.

22 Wars 5.5.8-9.

128 \Wars 5.5.17-19. 4.14.1-4.
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536.12* Solomon, with Procopius, escaped to Sicily from Carthage and
appealed to Belisarius for help. Procopius does not tell us how long, or
why, he had been in Africa. Belisarius rushed to Carthage with 100 of
his spearmen and guards in one ship and news of his arrival caused the
rebels to retreat from Carthage. There he organised 2,000 loyal troops
and defeated the rebels in battle, at Membresa, before returning to Sic-
ily where another mutiny had broken out.*?® Neither Procopius, nor any
other source, explains how Belisarius quelled the mutiny in Sicily. By
November 536, he had invaded Italy and was besieging Naples, which
was taken by storm after refusing to surrender. In early December 536,
Rome surrendered to Belisarius, and he prepared the city to withstand
a siege. His authority was now recognised by all of Italy south of Rome
and Samnium, and he garrisoned parts of southern Tuscany.

The Goths, under their new king, Witiges, marched on Rome in
February 537 and defeated Belisarius in a skirmish near the Salarian
Bridge, which led to Belisarius expressing confidence in winning the
war which caused him to be ridiculed by some of the population.i?
During the siege, Pope Silverius was deposed in March 537,'*" and
Belisarius allegedly ‘ordained the deacon Vigilius in his place’.*?® This
suggests an added element to Belisarius’ authority beyond the military
and civil spheres, into the religious, and confirms his ‘supreme com-
mand’ as avtokpdrmp. Belisarius led a successful defence of Rome, in-
cluding about 70 skirmishes by horse archers over several months. This
led to demands by the army and citizens for a pitched battle against
the Goths,*?® similarly to how the army had insisted on fighting at Cal-
linicum in 531. As at Callinicum, and despite careful preparations, the
Goths’ superiority in numbers, and some Roman ill-discipline, led to
a heavy defeat for the Romans,*® and Belisarius resumed his tactics of
sallies by horse archers.**

24 \Wars 4.14.41-42.

125 Wars 4.15.46-49.

126 Wars 5.18.42, 27.25-29.

27 Lillington-Martin 2024a: 227-233.

128 Marc. com. Addit. 537.1 loco eius Vigilium diaconum ordinavit.
129 Wars 5.28.3; cf. 1.18.24.

180 Wars 5.29.16-50.

81 Wars 6.1.1.
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During that same summer of 537, Justinian made a legal change
which affected Belisarius. In his Novellae Constitutiones 47, Justinian
decreed that official documents and legal proceedings be dated with the
addition of the emperor’s name and regnal year first, instead of being
dated solely by the most recent consul’s name. Procopius criticised Jus-
tinian for adding his name to things.**? Such dating had been in Belisar-
ius’ sole name since 535.

Authority rescinded

Belisarius’ second and most serious fall from grace occurred in 542,
again in Syria, and he was relieved of his command as MMO for a sec-
ond time, Martinus taking his place. Procopius claims that Belisarius
was again recalled by the emperor to be sent to campaign in the West,
this time in Italy, but again there was a two-year gap before he was sent
there in 544, and his disgrace beforehand is confirmed.t*® In his Anek-
dota, Procopius explains how Belisarius was suspected of disloyalty to
the imperial couple, despite causing Khusro to withdraw his army from
Syria in 542, and the emperor forbade many of Belisarius’ friends or
men who had previously served him in other ways to visit him (possibly
including Procopius himself).** This brings us back to Anekdota 4.16
at the head of this article, which Procopius uses to describe Belisarius’
plight from late 542. Belisarius is now a private citizen without a mili-
tary command. With this fall from grace in mind, Procopius compen-
sates by lauding Belisarius’ achievement of repelling Khusro in Wars 2:

The Romans held Belisarius in high regard, and the man seemed to have

gained more renown in this affair even than when he brought Gelimer or

Vitigis as captives to Byzantium.'*

132 Kaldellis 2010: 50, n. 72; Miller, Sarris 2018: 405, n. 1; Anekdota 11.2.

138 Wars 2.21.34; 7.9.23; Jord. Rom. 377; Marc. com. Addit. 545.3.

3+ Anekdota 4.2-6 and 13-15. Stewart 2023: 178-192 deals at length with this epi-
sode and the current scholarship regarding it.
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Wars 2.21.28.

It is noteworthy that Procopius states that the ‘Romans’, rather than
the emperor, held Belisarius in high regard. He goes on to add further
details to explain the situation:

For in reality it was an achievement of great importance and one deserving
great praise, that, at a time when all the Romans were panic-stricken with
fear and were hiding themselves in their defences, and Khusro with a mi-
ghty army had come into the midst of the Roman domain, a general [sc.
Belisarius] with only a few men, coming in hot haste from Byzantium just
at that moment, should have set his camp over against that of the Persian
king, and that Khusro unexpectedly, either through fear of fortune or of
the valour of the man or even because deceived by some tricks, should no
longer continue his advance, but should in reality take to flight, though
pretending to be seeking peace.'*

Wars 2.21.29

Here Procopius is being unusually explicit by asserting that Belisar-
ius deserved great praise for rushing from Constantinople to Syria and
outmanoeuvring the Persian shah to force him to withdraw. Procopius
is effectively providing a taste of his subsequent eulogy to Belisarius
at Wars 7.1.

Procopius’ careful readers could infer that he was implying that the
emperor had treated Belisarius as poorly in this case as he had, accord-
ing to Procopius’ view, two years earlier after taking Ravenna from the
Goths in 540. This would suggest that Justinian was happy to celebrate
a general’s success once but not for a second or third time. Belisarius
achieved three remarkable successes against three kings. Other gen-
erals enjoyed a certain degree of celebrated success against enemies,

136 fv yap g 6AnddS Adyov Kol émaivov ToAkoD EEI0V, TEPOPNUEVMY HEV KAV TOig
oyvpdact Kpurropévey Popaiov andvtov, Xoopdov 3¢ otpatd Heyar® €v péon
veyovotog Popaiov apyii, Gvopa otpatnyov ELV OAiyolg Tiol dpoum 0&el £k Bulavtiov
petaéd fikovto an’ évavtiag tod [epodv Paciiéng otpatonedevoacal, Xoopdny 8¢
€K TOD AmPocdOKNTOL, T THV TOYNV 1 TNV Apetnv T0d Avopog delcavta §| Kol T
g&amatn0évo copicpacty, Eninpochey unkétt yophool, ALY T® HEV Epy® QULYELY,
AOy® B¢ Tig elprivng Epiecbat.
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but then conveniently died fighting in their theatres of operations
(e.g. Sittas in Armenia and Solomon in Africa). One simply refused
to return to Constantinople (Narses in Italy). Procopius characterises
Belisarius as unusually successful, loyal in trying circumstances and
deserving of more praise than he received.™®” From 544-549 his title
was ‘commander of the imperial stables’ (comes sacri stabuli / Gpywv
TV BoctMK®V KoTaotag innokopmy).t Justinian again promoted him
to MMO in 549 and he retained this prestigious title until 551, and no
one else was appointed to the position until 555.1%

Jordanes’ epithets for Belisarius

Writing c. 550, Jordanes describes Belisarius’ titles in various ways
culminating in one which might be seen to suggest increased authority
for him and to almost challenge that of Justinian. Initially, in his Getica,
Jordanes uses Belisarius’ official titles:

... the most glorious man Belisarius, magister militum of the Orient,
former ordinary consul and patrician.'

Jord. Get. (171).

At Romana (366, 373, 375 and 378), Jordanes ‘emphasised Belisar-
ius’ position as consul’.**Jordanes then has Justinian and Belisarius
share the victory titles of Vandalicus, Africanus and Geticus in his
Getica:

This praiseworthy people [Goths] ceded to an even more praiseworthy
emperor [Justinian] and offered its hands to a braver general [the Goths
offered to hand their crown to Belisarius!], whose fame will be silenced

17 See also Chassin 1957; Downey 1960; Evert-Kappesowa 1964; Boss 1993;
Hughes 2009; Parnell 2017; 2023.

18 Anekdota 4.39.

1% PLRE 3b, 1499.

140 Viirum gloriosissimum Belisarium Magistrum Militum Orientalem, Exconsulem
Ordinarium atque Patricium. Jord. Getica & Romana (van Nuffelen, van Hoof 2023).

141 Van Nuffelen, van Hoof 2023: 213, n. 642.
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in no century and no age. Indeed, the victorious and triumphant empe-
ror Justinian and the consul Belisarius will [both] be called Vandalicus,
Africanus and Geticus. '

Jord. Get. (315).

Whilst Justinian, as emperor, used such victory titles, Belisarius, as
a general, could not and so Jordanes is deliberately associating Belisar-
ius with Justinian’s privilege.*** However, at Romana 377, Jordanes has
Belisarius as sole ‘Wandalicus Geticusque’ (‘victor over the Vandals
and over the Getae’ [Goths]). Whilst this was by no means an official
title, it is noteworthy that a contemporary writer described Belisarius in
this manner around 550, and it indicates that Belisarius retained an ad-
mirable reputation. Such considerations may partly explain why Justin-
ian removed the title of magister militum per orientem from Belisarius
in 551. What is certain is that every emperor from Justinian to Herac-
lius employed the titles alanic, vandalic, afric., which Belisarius had
earned for Justinian, and contemporaries knew this.

Belisarius was rehabilitated apparently by betrothing his daughter,
Joannina, to Theodora’s grandson, c. 543, and then conducting his sec-
ond Italian campaign, 544-549. However, with the effects of the plague
from 541 and with a consequent lack of resources, his main achieve-
ment there was to limit the success of the Gothic king, Totila (Baduila).
Justinian later chose Germanus, recently married to Matasuintha,
widow of Vitigis, to lead the final campaign with a large army in 550
but he died en route and was replaced by Narses in 551 (Procopius pon-
ders why Narses was chosen).*** Justinian could have sent Belisarius
on a third campaign but chose to send a relative instead. On his death,
a eunuch was chosen, who refused to return to Constantinople and out-
lived Justinian, in Italy.

142 Haec laudanda progenies laudabiliori principi cessit et fortiori duci manus dedit,
cuius fama nullis saeculis nullisque silebitur aetatibus, sed victor ac triumphator lus-
tinianus imperator et consul Belesarius Vandalici Africani Geticique dicentur.

143 Van Nuffelen, van Hoof 2023: 27-28, 369, n. 974.

144 Wars 8.21.6-19.
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Conclusion

The portrayal of Belisarius’ authority, as explored through Procopius’
narrative and corroborated by other contemporary accounts, presents
a multifaceted image of the general. While Procopius provides the most
detailed assessment of Belisarius among his contemporaries, his depic-
tion is marked by a notable contradiction, ranging from moments of
high praise to severe criticism. This contrast, coupled with Jordanes’
consistently laudatory epithets for Belisarius, illustrates the complexi-
ties of evaluating a figure whose reputation was both celebrated and
constrained. Procopius characterises Belisarius’ authority as both re-
markable and limited, often shaped by the broader context of Justin-
ian’s reign. For example, Belisarius’ triumph at Dara is presented as
a singular achievement, with Procopius explicitly attributing the vic-
tory to Belisarius’ leadership, after initially suggesting it was shared
with Hermogenes. However, this authority quickly faded at Callinicum,
resulting in a heavy defeat that demonstrated the fragility of his com-
mand. In such instances, Procopius mitigates the general’s responsibil-
ity, suggesting his authority was undermined by unreliable allies or by
the difficult circumstances he faced, such as leading troops who were
fasting and poorly disciplined. This narrative tactic resembles Tacitus’
portrayal of Germanicus and reflects Procopius’ tendency to divert
blame from Belisarius.

In contrast, Jordanes’ epithets for Belisarius emphasise his unpar-
alleled military successes and enduring legacy. The titles alanic, van-
dalic, and afric., bestowed upon Justinian following Belisarius’ victo-
ries in Africa, were recorded in the Codex lustinianus and continued to
be used by subsequent emperors until Heraclius. This enduring associa-
tion highlights Belisarius’ central role in Justinian’s campaigns, particu-
larly his decisive defeat of the Vandals and the subsequent consolida-
tion of Roman authority across North Africa, Sardinia, Corsica, and the
Balearic Islands. Even so, Procopius notes the limitations of Belisar-
ius’ authority, pointing out moments when envious officers slandered
him, or his orders were superficially respected but not fully obeyed.
Procopius’ ambiguous treatment extends beyond specific campaigns
to a broader reflection on Belisarius’ role. The historian occasionally
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criticises the general, such as for the execution of Constantinus or the
failures against the Goths during the second western expedition. These
moments suggest that Procopius recognised Belisarius’ shortcomings,
though he often redirected criticism toward Antonina, or Emperor Jus-
tinian, whom he blamed for limiting resources or undue interference.
This tension between emperor and general is a recurring theme in Pro-
copius’ works, where Belisarius is portrayed as an instrument of Justin-
ian’s will.

Despite his criticisms, Procopius acknowledges Belisarius’ extraor-
dinary contributions. In Wars 2, he explicitly praises the general for his
swift response to Khusro’s invasion of Syria, an action that forced the
Persian shah to withdraw and earned Belisarius great acclaim. Such
moments of eulogy reveal Procopius’ underlying respect for the gen-
eral, even as his narrative balances these successes with episodes of
failure or diminished authority. The progressive redefinition of Belisar-
ius’ character in Procopius’ works, alternating between glory and cri-
tique, may reflect Procopius’ own shifting perspective or his complex
relationship with the general. Procopius’ defence of Belisarius’ failure
at Callinicum, his ‘correction’ of narratives via the Anekdota, and his
depiction of Belisarius being intimidated by his troops all point to a his-
torian grappling with the nuances of authority and responsibility. At
times, Procopius appears to distance himself from Belisarius, perhaps
as a way of defending some of the advice he proffered, or to critique the
broader failures of Justinian’s regime.

The portrayal of Belisarius is a nuanced and layered narrative that
juxtaposes his remarkable achievements with the limitations imposed
by his environment. His victories against the Vandals, Goths, and Per-
sians solidified his reputation as Justinian’s most capable commander,
yet these triumphs were often tempered by Procopius’ reflections on the
fragility and transience of his authority. Through his characterisation of
Belisarius, Procopius not only offers a rich depiction of the general, but
he sheds light on the complex dynamics of power, loyalty, and author-
ity. Three claims are central: that Procopius constructs authority across
formal, enacted, and narrated planes; that the Ravenna ‘prevarication’
is a deliberate narrative valve preventing triumph from hardening into
personal sovereignty; and that the 534 Mauri episode anticipates, in
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perception and refusal, the 540 Gothic theatre. Finally, the reception
diptych, Evagrius’ rhetorical admiration and Jordanes’ epithets, shows
how fame exceeded any single genre’s politics.

This study’s contribution lies in its methodology: an integrated ap-
proach combining genre comparison, reception layering, authority/ges-
ture analysis, and strategic command scope. By tracing how Procopius’
representation of Belisarius shifts across Wars, Buildings, and Anek-
dota, the article reveals a dynamic interplay between literary form and
political meaning. The interdisciplinary framework — drawing on narra-
tology, spatial and career mapping, and late antique political theology —
enables a deeper understanding of how authority is staged, contested,
and refracted through narrative. Rather than reconstructing events, this
analysis foregrounds the rhetorical architecture of reputation, showing
how Procopius’ evolving depiction of Belisarius reflects broader anxie-
ties about imperial power, delegated command, and historical memory.
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