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ABSTRACT

THE GENERALSHIP OF BELISARIUS by MAJ Anthony Brogna, U.S. Army
107 pages.

This study reviews the campaigns and battles of the Sixth Century
A. D. Byzantine General Belisarius, attempting to extract common
threads of military thought and principles and providing an
analysis as to the application of his method to today's military
operations. Belisarius won extraordinary victories on three
continents, often fighting against overwhelming odds.

The study reviews the world environment from the perspective of
the Eastern Roman Empire along with the major personalities of
the age. After a short review of the Eastern Roman Empire's
military structure, the study reviews chronologically, and
analyzes Belisarius' campaigns against the Persians, the Vandals,
and the Ostrogoths.

This study concludes showing that mastership of strategic and
tactical thought, deception, psychological warfare, superior
technology and training, and elite forces were among the keys of
Belisarius success. Finally, these keys of success are related
to modern day military operations.
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PREFACE

Our estimate of personal merit is relative to the common
faculties of mankind. The aspiring efforts of genius or
virtue, either in active or speculative life, are measured
not so much by their real elevation as by the height to
which they ascend above the level of their age or country:
and the same stature which in a people of giants would pass
unnoticed, must appear conspicuous in a race of pigmies.
In this view the character of Belisarius may be deservedly
placed above the heroes of the ancient republics. His
imperfections flowed from the contagion of the times; his
virtues were his own, free gift of nature or reflection;
he raised himself without a master or a rival; and so
inadequate were the arms committed to his hand, that his
sole advantage was derived from the pride and presumption
of his adversaries. Under his command, the subjects of
Justinian often deserved to be called Romans.?!

Edward Gibbon, Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire

Why does eighteenth century historian Edward Gibbon place
the Eastern Roman Empire General Belisarius above all the great
commanders of antiquity? What was the nature of Belisarius'
service to the Empire, and what were his enduring contributions
to the art of war? The thesis of this paper is that Belisarius
conducted his military campaigns and engagements with a strategic
vision and tactical "modus operandi" that surpassed any other of
his time and that a study of his operational art is still
relevant. The following pages will recount his campaigns and
battles, extracting common threads of military thought and
principles and providing an analysis as to the application of his

method to today's military operations.




During the analysis that follows, numerous themes will be

developed and explored to support the thesis of this paper.

These include the personal character and intellect of Belisarius
and the relationship of these traits to his use of what
Clausewitz terms moral force in his activities as well as the use
and advancement of tactics, operations, technology, and training
of forces.

The methodology that will be used to develop this thesis
will be primarily chronological: the discovery and
interpretation of facts along with the search and detailing of
causes for effects. The following analysis flows from the macro
to the particular; first the strategic environment of the Eastern
Empire will be explored, followed by the Empires' strategic
(geopolitical, economic, and military) aims along with the
motivations for these aims. Next, the application of resources
toward the achievement of these aims will be examined, along with
Belisarius' role in the strategy of the Empire. The Eastern
Roman military structure will be reviewed, followed by the
campaigns and battles of Belisarius. Finally, a review and
analysis of Belisarius' military exploits will be conducted.

To analyze the campaigns and battles of Belisarius, a
framework of three different approaches will be used. First, the
character of Belisarius will be examined. Throughout this paper,
Belisarius will be evaluated in terms of Clausewitz's definition
of military genius, primarily focusing on character and
intellect. Second, how Belisarius led and affected the Roman
military organizations under his command will be analyzed.
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Finally, the techniques Belisarius employed on the battlefield
and in theaters of operation will be examined.

To support the above methodology and framework, the
organization of this paper is as follows: chapter one
establishes the state of the sixth century world and the status
and aims of the Empire; it also introduces the background of
major personalities of the time. Chapter two is a short study of
the Eastern Roman military structure, while chapters three
through five review and analyze the various campaigns and
battles. Finally, chapter six will attempt to tie together all
previous chapters, provide analysis, and draw a set of
conclusions based on the thesis of this paper.

For the researcher examining the Empire in the sixth
century along with the activities of Belisarius, the primary
source of information is the History of the Wars by Procopius of
Caesarea. Procopius was Belisarius' classically trained, learned
secretary who accompanied Belisarius during his campaigns and
provided detailed accounts from personal observation. Although
Procopius presents a first-hand narration of events, to quote the
historian Hans Delbruck, ". . . Procopius feels obliged,
according to his degree of insight, to create relationships and
present pictures, . . . as highly as his work is to be valued, he
still may be used as a source only with extreme care and
prudence."? As will be shown, Procopius had strong personal
feelings about the personalities he was writing about. However,
in the final analysis, what Procopius presents as facts have
generally been verified by other sources. The researcher has

3




numerous scholars available who have filtered Procopius' writings

and have cross referenced them with other sources of the sixth
century (e.g., the Byzantine historian Agathias, the Digest of
Justinian, etc).

The challenge in researching a thesis on Belisarius is
not of an archaeoclogical nature, but rather the synthesizing of
the voluminous secondary source material available before
beginning a military analysis of the era. No known treatise
exists that is dedicated solely to analyzing the military aspects

of Belisarius' campaigns. Edward Gibbon in the 'Decline and Fall

of the Roman Empire' dedicates more than one-hundred pages to the

campaigns of Belisarius, while numerous other, more modern
scholars such as Dr. Glanville Downey and Robert Graves, provide
expanded insight into the period and Belisarius' activities.

Two final points should be illustrated to assist in
establishing the period of civilization covered in this paper.
First, throughout this paper the term "Roman" will be used
instead of Byzantine. The Byzantine period, as perceived by the
twentieth century, did not begin until after the reign of
Justinian. The Empire's leaders and citizens still considered
themselves Romans (Procopius uses the term Roman, not Byzantine
when referring to the people of the Eastern Empire) as did other
states and peoples who also referred to them as Romans {(along
with all the connotations that went along with that name).
Secondly, historians bracket the end of antiquity somewhere
between August 9, 378 A.D., when the Emperor Valens and 40,000
legionaries were destroyed by the Goths at Adrianople in southern
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Greece (which sealed the fate of the western Empire), and the
death of the Emperor Justinian in 565 A.D. This latter date is
sometimes used for two reasons. First, Justinian closed the
Academy at Constantinople that had been founded by Plato in 387
B.C., because he considered it a center of pagan philosophy.
Second, Justinian ended the 1,050-year-old Roman practice of
appointing Consuls to office. Justinian considered the practice
only ceremonial and a needless expense since all political power
rested with the Emperor. As such, this paper examines a period
of transition, the cusp between antiquity and the medieval. As
will be later discussed, it is also the transition between age of

the primacy of infantry and the rise in importance of cavalry.




CHAPTER 1

THE WORLD OF THE SIXTH CENTURY EASTERN ROMAN EMPIRE

Ruling as we do over our Empire, which God has entrusted to
us, by His divine authority, we know both the triumphs of war
and the adornments of peace: we bear up the framework of the
state; and we so lift up our hearts in contemplation of the
support given to us by the Lord Omnipotent that we put not
our trust in our own arms, nor in those of our soldiers, nor
in our leaders in war, nor in our skill; rather do we rest
our hopes in the providence of the Supreme Trinity, from
whence proceeded the elements of the whole universe and their
disposition throughout the world.?

Justinian, His Sacred Majesty the Emperor of the Eastern
Romans, Digest

An Imperial Army officer in Constantinople during late
August 527 A.D., present for the ascension of Justinian as sole
Emperor of the Roman Empire, contemplating the future of his
Empire while the summer moon shimmered offshore in the Sea of
Marmara, would have been filled with conflicting emotions: pride
at the continuing sanctity and security of the 500-year-old
institution of Roman Emperor, hope that always accompanies a new
head of state, and yet, frustration for the state of the Empire.
For everywhere the officer looked, there was an amalgam of
contradictions, missed opportunities, and leaders interested in
only self aggrandizement. This lack of Roman virtue threatened
the survival of the Eastern Empiré and stood in the way of

fulfilling the dream that was in the heart of every true Roman:




the reestablishment of the Western Empire, free of barbarian
influence, under a true Roman Emperor.

By the sixth century, Constantinople wés the heart of the
Eastern Empire and the greatest city of its time. It was a city
designed in the classical style, with great structures, such as
the Forum of Constantine, the great wall of Theodosius II that
protected the city, and the Imperial Palace complex, housing the
best soldiers of the Empire, the Imperial Guard. The city had a
population of about 600,000 citizens who were a mixture of all
races: Greeks, Italians, Arabs, Goths, and Huns among others.
All that was required for citizenship was the ability to speak
Greek and the assumption of the Orthodox faith. The center of
the Eastern Empire was founded on the former Greek colonies of
Byzantium; the culture and population retained much of this
heritage. Citizens received free bread, circuses, and medical
care courtesy of the Emperor. The benefits of citizenship were
as great as any in the world.

Yet there was a cancer festering in the city; that cancer
was known as the Blues and the Greens. The Blues and Greens were
two political/para-military factions who truly ruled the city and
whom the Emperor had to appease constantly. Nearly everyone in
the city belonged to either the Blues or the Greens; the majority
of the populace of Constantinople wore a blue or green sash
signifying particular allegiance. The Blues and the Greens
traced their roots to old Rome where they were formed to provide
racing teams for the circus. By the time of Justinian they
exerted more influence over the city than the Emperor, people

7




owing their allegiance to their faction first and the Emperor

second. Factional bands roamed the city and killed members of
other factions on a daily basis. By the time of the accession of
Justinian, these two factions had moved to robbing shopkeepers
and killing innocent citizens while the constabulary of the city
had taken refuge in police stations, too scared to intervene. At
first, Justinian would skillfully play one faction against the
other. Later both factions would unite in an attempt to
overthrow Justinian in what history would call the Nika Revolt
(which will be covered in chapter four).

Potential enemies surrounded the Empire. To the east
were the Persians, whom the Romans had not beaten in battle for
generations. The Persians had no desire to destroy the Empire;
they considered themselves and the Romans the "Twin Eyes of the
World.** The Romans held the barbarians in the west from
incursions on the Persian Empire (as the Persians guarded the
east). Additiomally, the Romans were a source of great trade
and the leaders of both empires were on friendly terms. Both
used each other as a source of intelligence and for assistance in
internal court intrigues. The Persians and the Romans had
intricate and effective networks of agents and could also provide
refuge for Imperial protégés. Also, the Persians could make
raids into Roman territory to placate the bloodlust and greed of
their subjects and allies. These raids could be made with
impudence, since no Roman Army had defeated them on the field of

battle.




To the north were various tribes of Huns; some allied to
the Romans, some allied to the Persians, most allied to whatever
profited them best at the moment. Fortunately, the tribes of
Huns were rarely united. As long as they were not, they posed
only a nuisance with their constant raids. To the south, in
territory that was within the Empire, the hold on Egypt was
tenuous at best owing to religious unrest based on the heresy of
Monophystism. Monophystism maintained that Jesus had a single
nature that was wholly divine. To the west were the barbarians
that had conguered the Western Empire; the Vandals, who, through
personal examples, provides the modern term "vandalize." They
occupied North Africa and as pirates terrorized shipping in the
Mediterranean. Also there was the Ostrogoths ("Easterngoths")
who ruled Italy and the Visigoths ("Highgoths") who controlled
Spain and whose cavalries were responsible for the defeat of the
Emperor Valens at Adrianople. Although these three peoples
recognized the Emperor as the titular monarch of the entire
Empire, West and East, they pledged only token allegiance to him
and had taken to Christianity in name only. Their ancestors had
been in awe of the Empire; their offspring now claimed to be
inheritors of that Empire and kept certain, figurehead
institutions alive to provide a modicum of legitimacy to their
realm. Numerous other barbaric races inhabited the west: the
Gapids, Slavs, Bulgars, Franks, and Burgandians, each a threat to
the interests of the Empire.

Despite the challenges and threats, the officer that

contemplated the frustrations of the Empire that day knew that
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the "soul” of the Empire had three unigue components. Each

component made the Empire vastly superior to any other state in
the Western World. The first component was Roman tradition of
law, government, and the army; a Roman tradition that provided
the basis for successful and enlightened rule of Western
civilization for centuries. The second component was the
Hellenistic tradition of unequaled human achievements in art,
education, and philosophy. The final component was, of course,
Christianity, which permeated all levels and activities of the
state.

Someone of the twentieth century would have difficulty
fathoming the importance of religious orthodoxy in the life of
the Empire. Most of the energies of the Empire, from the emperor
to the average citizen, were dedicated to the service, study, and
purification of orthodox teaching. Wars, executions, and major
political rifts within the Empire were due to the interpretation
of the orthodoxy. Numerous heresies existed that required the
Emperor's attention: Monophysitism (particularly prevalent in
the southern areas of the Empire); the Nestorian heresy, which
believed Jesus was a man who was possessed by a divine spirit to
accomplish a divine purpose; and the Aryan heresy. What was most
important, however, was that the Emperor had sole responsibility
to crush these heresies. The strategy the Emperor used to crush
these heresies was critical. Squashing Monophysitism in Egypt
could require a major military operation as well as the
stationing of precious troops in the south for many years.
Although the Pope in Rome and the people in Constantinople would
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be satisfied, the borders would be less protected and the
treasury (which was always in a tenuous state) would bear a major
burdeﬁ. If the Emperor tried to placate the Monophysites, he
would face trouble from the west and possible overthrow by the
citizens of Constantinople.®

An officer contemplating the future under the new Emperor
probably felt that the best that could be hoped for was that the
Emperor could hold the status quo while improving one attribute
of the Empire. A recent Emperor Anastasius I had been fondly
remembered for holding the frontiers of the Empire while
simultaneously reducing taxes and increasing the wealth of the
treasury. What would be-the legacy of this new Emperor
Justinian?

Flavius Petrus Sabgatius Justianus, now known as
Justinian, was born in 483 A.D. in Illyria (modern day former
Yugoslavia) and was educated in Constantinople. He attached
himself in the service of his uncle, Justin. Though born a
peasant, Justin rose through military service to the Empire to
Commander of the Palace Guard. When Anastasius I died with no
heirs, Justin was in a position to claim the throne for himself.
Justin though illiterate, made full use of his well educated and
intelligent nephew, Justinian, in running the affairs of the
Empire. One of Justinian's tasks was to guide his uncle's hand
across a silver stencil, allowing the illiterate Emperor to sign
Imperial documents Justin could not read. This allowed

Justinian, as the heir apparent, a nine-year apprenticeship
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before becoming Emperor; experience and time to fully develop his

ownt plans for the future.

When Justinian, a man of enormous energy who would earn

the moniker "the Emperor who never sleeps,” later accepted the -
royal diadem, he had specific designs for renewal of the Empire.
More importantly, he had designs to secure his place in history
alongside Augustus Caesar and Constantine. To achieve the
greatness he desired, Justinian would concentrate on four goals:
(1) the reconguest of the West; (2) the purification of the
orthodoxy; (3) codification of law; and (4) a massive building
program to make Constantinople the greatest city of the world for
ages to come.®

Most of Justinian's daily activities were dedicated to

religious issues; he delighted in leading ecclesiastical

arguments with the Patriarch and Bishops of the Empire. Through
Justinian’s war on heresies, numerous ecclesiastical councils,
and liaisons with the Pope, Justinian could look back on his
death bed with satisfaction on his accomplishments in cleansing
the orthodoxy and unifying it with the life of the Empire.

In 528, Justinian established a commission under the
Imperial lawyer Tribonian with the task of codifying Roman Law.
Up until this point, tens of thousands of volumes existed
concerning jurisprudence; the outcome of a citizen's day in court
depended on what volume of the law the judge had that day. By
the time of Justinian's death in 565, the Corpus Juris Civilis,
the product of Tribonian's commission that contained all Imperial -
law, along with associated legal opinions, became the singular
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legal source for the Empire. All previous laws and edicts not
contained within the Corpus Juris Civilis were repealed. The
Corpus Juris Civilis forms the nucleus of western law in use
today. In Michael H. Hart's The 100, listing the 100 most
influential persons in history,’ Justinian ranks 96th primarily
for his codification of law.

Justinian's grandiose building plans for Constantinople
and the Empire was assisted by earthquake, general insurrection,
skilled architects and artisans, and sufficient treasure.
Procopius (to get in the Emperor's favor) dedicates a volume of
his works to the magnificent Imperial buildings of Justinian.
Today, the former Saint Sophia stands in Istanbul as a lasting
monument to the reign of Justinian.

One other major achievement of Justinian's reign, an
important by-product of the Empire's extensive espionage network,
was the discovery of the secret of silk. Up until Justinian's
time, silk was imported from China. The Romans believed a
special plant in China was the source. Silk passed through
Persia, where a heavy tariff was levied. Finally it arrived in
the Empire where it was in great demand. Justinian's spies
smuggled the needed species of caterpillars out of China back to
the Empire, where a thriving silk industry was established. The
fruits of this achievement were a major economic boon to the
Empire and a major economic loss for the Persians.

The reconquest of the West, as viewed by an Imperial
officer in the summer of 527 A.D., appeared beyond the skills of
the Army's soldiers and leaders. Justinian would indeed have to
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rest his hopes of reconquest "in the divine providence of the

Supreme Trinity." First, the Persian threat would in some way
have to be dealt with before the Empire's eyes could turn west.

A shift of forces west would offer the Persians too inviting an
opportunity on the Empire's Eastern frontier where skirmishes
with the Persians had been ongoing since the reign of Justin.
Second,; the people of the Empire would not support western
military adventure. The current borders of the Empire (in nearly
every direction) were unsecured, taxes were already considered
too high, and moneys needed for a major operation in the west,
which would be on top of the new taxes needed to support
Justinian's building program, would not be tolerated. Again, the
capital was in near chaos due to factional struggles. Finally,
previous military expeditions westward had met with disaster.

For example, in 467 an Eastern Empire fleet of 1,100 ships and
100,000 men was defeated by the Vandals.? Vet in the end,
Justinian‘'s faith in providence would be justified. The Persians
would be subdued and the citizen's support gained through events
beyond the detailed planning of the Emperor and his court.

Before leaving the subject of Justinian, it should be
pointed out that Justinian was hated and despised by the citizens
of the Empire, and upon his death there was great rejoicing by
the public. To achieve his goals Justinian was absolutely
ruthless. He appointed the basest characters available as
important officials of the Empire. Most were criminals he
pardoned for the sole purpose as serving as key officials. One
can infer several reasons for this: First, these officials would
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not be hampered by any form of morality in achieving Justinian's
goals; secondly, unlike a patrician, they could be easily
disposed of without alienating influential families; and finally,
their past record disqualified them from becoming rivals for the
throne. Additionally, the Emperor engaged the services of the
most brutal criminals he could find as tax collectors. Their pay
was a percentage of their collection, and they were empowered
with absolute authority by the Emperor. The obvious results of
this policy dia not win over the hearts of his subjects. To
Justinian, any means was justified to suit his ends. Procopius,
in his scandalizing Secret History which was released after the
death of all involved, per his instructions, provides insight
into the dark side of Justinian's character. The tifle of one
chapter is "How Justinian Killed a Trillion People." This
chapter is a mathematical thesis claiming thét since Justinian
was responsible for killing several hundred thousand people
through war, "legal" means, and not responding to plague and
earthquake during his reign, after several dozen hypothetical
generations, a trillion lives would not have been born that
should have been. Another telling chapter is titled "Proving
That Justinian and Theodora Were Actually Fiends in Human Form."
At figure one is a reproduction of a mosaic containing the
likeness of Justinian.

Justinian did have a passion outside his quest for
greatness, and that was for the remarkable Empress Theodora.
Theodora must be mentioned, as she co-ruled with Justinian and
was a trusted and wise counsel. Also utterly ruthless, her
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personal leadership and management of state affairs were |
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Il
§

instrumental to Justinian not only achieving his goals but
retaining his throne. Prior to marrying Justinian, she was a ,
well-known prostitute. (Procopius: "In every city of the Empire ’ |
plying her trade as if the Devil were determined that there be no
land on Earth that should not know the sins of Theodora.®)?®
Justinian, infatuated with her, had Roman law waived (again, the
ends justified the means) to allow him to marry beneath his
claésc Yet, it was a wise choice for him, as Theodora
transformed completely to the demeanor expected of an Empress and
provided great service to her husband.
For an officer frustrated with the sixth century state of
affairs of the Empire, the great "what if"-of recent Roman
history was the battle of Adrianople in 378, over which loss
Saint Jerome lamented "the end of all humanity, the end of the
world."!® (Citizens of the Empire had their own theories why this
battle, in which Roman legions were destroyed by barbarian
cavalry, and which opened the gates of the west to the
barbarians, was lost. One young rising military star of the
Empire not only understood the lesson of Adrianople, but had the
vision to apply the lesson for the benefit of the Empire. He
understood that Adrianople was lost because the Roman
legionnaire, on foot and armed with the short sword and javelin,
was no match for a force of highly trained archers and heavy
cavalry armed with the lance. The old legion lacked the mobility
and the ability to skirmish and then make a quick transition to a .
shock attack of overwhelming force. His vision, adapted from the
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Persian, was to add the bow and arrow (of a size that would out
range any enemy's bow and be of sufficient power to pierce any
known armor) to the inventory of weapons of the heavy cavalrymen,
cover both horse and rider with armor capable of withstanding any
known enemy archery, and train this force to the standard of the
best of the old legions. This vision belonged to the rising star
who was Belisarius.

Belisarius was born approximately 505 A.D. in Germania,
Illyria, probably of mostly Slavic stock. Belisarius is Slavic
for "White Prince" and he would be seen in future years
conversing with Slav allies in their native tongues. Nothing is
known about the youth and schooling of Belisarius except that he
was probably the son of some minor land owner!’ who had some
connections with-Justin. Upon reaching the appropriate age he
entered the Empire's Imperial cadet schooling system.

Upon graduation from cadet school, he was posted to the
Imperial Guard of the Emperor Justin in Constantinople, where he
apparently impressed both Justin and Justinian with his character
and loyalty. Convincing Justin of his vision for a new heavy
cavalry for the Empire, he was allowed to form and train a
detachment!? of improved heavy cavalry, or "cataphracti" (which is
Greek for "covered over"). Belisarius' design was the
continuation of trends in the development of cavalry since
Adrianople. To quote Fauber:

There had been an evolution over the centuries for Belisarius
to have the elements on hand for his "invention." The

cataphracti therefore came to represent a "chef d'oeuver"
of Greek military technique.?®®
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Procopius begins the story of Belisarius early in the

Histoxry of the Wars, when he explains two Roman officers,

Belisarius and Sittas, "both youths and wearing their first

beards, "' come to the attention of the Emperor. Both had been
conducting successful raids into Persian held Armenia. Because
of the success of these raids, the Emperor appointed Belisarius

as commander of the city of Daras on the Persian frontier.

X

- 2 o N B
SN o R A A R 01 9 T

Fig. 1. Mosaic of Justinian (right); Belisarius is considered
to be on the Emperor's right (the true likeness of Belisarius
is not known with full certainty). Reprinted from Antony
Bridge, Theodora, Portrait in a Byzantine Landscape,

(Chicago: Academy Chicago Publishers, 1993), 77.
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Before closing, Belisarius' wife Antonina, who had a
substantial impact in the life of her husband, must be mentioned.
Procopius considers Antonina's immorality second only to
Theodora's. In the case of Antonina, marriage did not reform her
personality, if anything it increased her desires. Antonina and
Theodora were good friends and Antonina, through Theodora, could
influence Justinian more than Belisarius. Yet despite Antonina's
constant indiscretions, Belisarius continued to love her, or at
least kept true to his wedding vows. This devotion and adherence
to his word once given, to both Justinian and Antonina, despite
their depravations against him, led Gibbon to say about
Belisarius: "the unconquerable patience and loyalty of
Belisarius appear either below or above the character of a man."!
Although Antonina would accompany Belisarius on ﬁis campaigns,
and would cause occasional trouble with some of Belisarius
officers, she had little impact concerning the thesis of this
paper.

To the Imperial officer that was present for the
ascension of Justinian as Emperor, it was a time of challenge and
hope. One mistake by a senior leader of the Empire, either
Emperor or general, could threaten the existence of the Empire.
Yet, with the right leadership, the Empire could achieve much.

In the next chapter, the military system that a sixth century

Roman officer belonged to will be examined.
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CHAPTER 2
THE EASTERN ROMAN EMPIRE'S MILITARY SYSTEM
OF THE SIXTH CENTURY
The armies of Rome had conquered her Empire through stern
discipline and drill. The victories of the East Roman Empire
were won by studied strategy and generalship . . . here alone
in Europe were the principles of strategy and tactics
actually studied.?®
Lawrence Fauber, Narseg, Hammer of the Goths
This chapter will briefly review the Eastern Roman Army
of the sixth century. First the structure and size of the army
"will be discussed. Next, the character of the army will be
evaluated. Finally, the challenges facing a Roman general of the
sixth century will be considered. |
The Roman army of the sixth century bore no resemblance
to the old Roman legionary army. The old Roman army was an
infantry force, whereas the Eastern Roman army of the sixth
century existed at the beginning of the age of cavalry. Since
cavalry was the arm of decision, the Eastern Roman army's key
formations for battle were cavalry.
The Eastern Roman army had two major divisions, the
limitanei, who were static, often part-time troops stationed at a
specific fortress on the frontier, and the federate and

stratiotai, which formed the basic field, mobile armies. The

federate were primarily light cavalry and were composed mosly of
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mercenary barbarians, although a number of Roman citizens served

in this formation. The federate were officered and commanded by
Romans. The stratiotai was the Roman infantry, whose makeup was
the same as the federate. The primary purposes of infantry in .
the sixth century Roman army included the holding of fortresses,
employment as archers, use as laborers during seiges, and
placement on the battlefield to force opposing cavalry to
maneuver 1in accordance with the Roman commander's will.

Other formations were important parts of a Roman field
army. The first were the allies, such as Huns, Heruls (from

7

Scandinavia),’ and Arabs who all served in formations native to
their national origin and under native commanders. These
barbarian mercenary cavalry formations received no training from
the Empire. Each brought their own particular talents and
weaknesses to the battlefield. Another important formation was
the private retaine:s of key leaders in the army. For
Belisarius, they were known as his Household Cavalry which in his
case would grow to more than 7,000 in strength. These private
retainers were paid, trained, and equipped by their master; they
swore two oaths of allegiance, one to their master and the other
to the Emperor. The private retainers were handpicked and often
were the best troops on the battlefield. Additionally, other
formations could be found in the field army, such as pure Roman
heavy cavalry. These cataphracti tended to be less well equipped
and trained than the cataphracti of private retainers.!®

The size of the Eastern Roman Army was approximately .

150,000 (including static frontier troops), with an army in the
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field numbering between 15,000 and up to a rare size of 40,000.%
However, to fully secure all the frontiers, it is calculated that
the Empire needed a force numbering 645,000,%° which was well
beyond the treasure of the Empire. In support of the army, the
Empire owned and operated the armaments industry and managed an
Imperial military schooling system.

Money was a major constraint on the military. Not only
was the cost of major expeditions usually prohibitive, but, as
shown above, the expense of a standing army to protect all the
frontiers exceeded the Imperial treasure. Major costs included
the payment of allies and mercenaries, logistical support, the
equipment (armor, weapons, horses, etc.) and pay requifed for the
Roman soldier. To quote Downey:

The available resources did not make it possible to raise
larger army, and the government now had established a policy
of dealing with the barbarians by diplomatic means whenever
possible. Money payments in the form of subsidies or annual
tribute were often considered preferable to war. Because of
its small size, and the expense of operation, the army was
employed only as an extension of diplomatic action, and
generals always had to avoid losses as much as possible.?®

The mercenary character of a large portion of the Eastern
Roman army posed unique challenges for the commander. The
commander had to ensure that allies and mercenaries were paid on
time. The commander needed to have a feel for the customs and
desires of the different races under his command to ensure they
remained loyal and motivated. Also, each of the allies had
unique limitations and talents that the commander had to

understand in order to employ them to their full potential on the

battlefield. The Huns were aggressive and could act
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independently on the battlefield, but wore no armor, the Heruls

could serve as superb scouts, etc. Like a chessmaster, the
commander needed to understand the potentialities of each
formation and maneuver them correctly.

The officer corps, as in old Rome, could present the
commander with difficulties. An Imperial officer with political
connections and a personal agenda could not always be trusted to
follow the commander's intent. Concerning the mercenary nature
of the army and the officer corps, Llewellyn states:

Weakness lay in indiscipline, among the mercenary troops and
junior commanders alike. The troops, fighting for pay always
in arrears in a country totally foreign to them, could seldom
be trusted to forgo the hope of plunder . . . . Closely
controlled they were of excellent guality; when pressure
relaxed they rapidly declined. The officers, gallant and
intelligent under direct command, were prone to mutual
jealousy, intrigue and avarice which weakened their combined
efforts--even under Belisarius they could at times jeopardize
the position by rash action, disobedience or inertia . .
there was real difficulty in finding generals of the caliber
necessary to coordinate the widespread detachments.??

Based on the preceding paragraphs, one can easily grasp
the difficult challenges facing the commander of an Eastern Roman
field army. Inadequate forces, limits on cost, varied
nationalities and capabilities, the problems of controlling
mercenaries, and a somewhat rebellious officer corps are just a
few of the complexities a commander had to handle.

The difficulties facing both the Empire and a commander
led the sixth century Eastern Romans to their own definitions of

strategy and tactics. In regard to strategy, below are those

definitions contrasted to their modern counterparts.




Roman:

"Strategy is the means by which a commander may defend his
own lands and defeat his enemies. The general is the one who
practices strategy."®

Clausewitz:

"Strategy is the use of engagements for the object of the
war . "%

EM lQQ"SZ
"Strategy is the art and science of employing the armed

forces and other elements of national power during peace,
conflict and war to secure national security objectives."®

As for tactics:

Roman:
"Tactics is a science which enables one to organize and
maneuver a body of armed men in an orderly manner. Tactics
may be divided into four parts: proper organization of men
for combat; distribution of weapons according to the needs of
each man; movement of an armed body of troops in a manner
appropriate to the occasion; the management of war, personnel

and materials, including an examination of ways and causes as
well as of what is advantageous."?¢

Clausewitz:
"Tactics is the use of armed forces in the engagement."?

EM lQQ"S:

"Tactics are the art and science of employing available means
to win battles and engagements.?®

There are numerous factors to consider in the differences
between the definitions of the Romans and more modern authors.
First, in regard to strategy, the Empire had active enemies on
every frontier. Whenever offensive action was taken on one
front, the Emperor had to ensure the rest of the frontiers were
secure and did not offer an inviting target to neighbors. The

key factor was the limited size of the Roman army. Unlike the
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more modern definitions of strategy, frontier defense was a

primary concern in every military activity. Tactically, the ;
commander in the sixth century had to think beyond the
engagement. Organizational management and logistics had to be «
mastered before even reaching the engagement. As shown above,
all warfare was coalition warfare; citizens of the Empire were a
mixture of nationalities and additionally, all major operations
included numerous allied detachments. The commander had to blend
his troops into a cohesive fighting force. Also, when operations
occurred at a particular point on the frontier, a commander would
usually draft local males, thus their equipping and training was
a concern. In the modern era, the commander usually receives a
trained, homogenous force to lead into battle.
The challenges of sixth century Roman generalship
required a leader with unigque and varied competencies. A
successful commander needed diplomatic, organizational, and
technical skills in addition to martial abilities to succeed on
the battlefield. The next chapter, where Belisarius first assumes
the mantle of general, will review and evaluate Belisarius'

performance.
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CHAPTER 3
FIRST PERSIAN WAR
As soon as Justinian came into power he turned everything
upside down. Whatever had been forbidden by law he now
introduced into the government, while he revoked all
established custom: as if he had been given the robes of an

Emperor on the condition he would turn everything
topsy-turvy.?

Procopius, Hi r f the r
Disorder and disobedience were the common malady of the
times: the genius to command and the virtue to obey resided
only in the mind of Belisarius.?®®
Edward Gibbon, Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire

This chapter will recount Belisarius' first battles
against the Persians while serving as a generai of the Empire on
the Persian frontier. Also, this chapter will analyze
Belisarius' tactics and leadership on the battlefield.

The summer of 528 found Belisarius serving on the Persian
frontier as commander of the city and troops of Daras. Roman and
Persian skirmishing and raiding against each other continued as
it had since the time of Justin. This particular border war with
the Persians began in 527, and the service of Belisarius would be
instrumental in ending it.

Accompanying Belisarius were his cataphracti, his

personal bodyguard and troop, the Household Cavalry. As a

general and man of increasing wealth, Belisarius was allowed and
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able to afford his own detachment. Made up of warriors

handpicked by Belisarius, they served not only as the rock of

Belisarius' forces in any battle, but would also be used to train

and steady new allied forces during campaigns.

Justinian had kept up the pressure on the Persian front,
with the strategic intent of ending that military threat and
securing the frontier through diplomatic means. However, to

negotiate successfully,
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Fig. 3. Map of the Roman and Persian Frontier. Reprinted
from John Norwich, Byzantium, The Early Centuries, (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992), maps.

he would have to be in a position of military equality with the
Persians. Based on history, the Persians considered the Romans
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second rate military force and Justinian would need a victory, or
at least a tactical stalemate to force the Persians to negotiate.
A peace treaty with Persia would then allow Justinian to turn his
attention westward.

Justinian, seeking to stir up events in order to develop
the situation, ordered Belisarius, trained during his cadet years
in engineering,® to build a fortress on the boundary of the
frontier to protect the cities of Daras and Nisibis. This action
would require a direct response from the Persians lest they lose
prestige among the cities of the frontier. It could perhaps
provide an opening that would allow a tactical victory. As
expected; the Persians sent a force to destroy the construction
of the fortress. Justinian ordered the forces of two other Roman
Generals, Coutzes and Bouzes, to intercept and destroy the
Persians. Belisarius and his soldiers were placed under these
generals' command. This Roman force was slaughtered by the
Persians who also tore down the fortress. After the battle,
Belisarius and his forces escaped back to Daras.

After the ignominious defeat of Roman forces, Justinian
appointed Belisarius, then approximately 25-years-old General of
the East with orders to conduct operations against the Persians.
The emperor's intent was to regain the upper hand in frontier
negotiations. Why did he choose Belisarius? First, he was the
only senior leader available on the Persian frontier whose
reputation was not tarnished in some way. Second, based on the
years spent together at the palace in Constantinople, he saw in

his protégé the natural and loyal military commander he needed to
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even consider reconquest of the West. Justinian, as he always

would, hedged his bet on Belisarius. The Emperor appointed

Fig. 4. Persian Heavy Cavalryman. Reprinted from: V. Vuksic
and Z. Grbasic, Cavalry, The Historv of a Fighting Elite,
{(London: Cassell Publishing, 1993), 53.

Hermongenes, then serving as the Emperor's Master of Offices, to
serve as aid and advisor to the young Belisarius. The much older
Hermongenes was an experienced, former senior officer of the
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Empire. Although posted to Belisarius to provide advice if
warranted, it appears his real purpose was to spy on the
abilities and trustworthiness of the young General. Whatever the
reason, both seemed to have gotten along well and Hermongenes did
not in any way interfere with the plans of Belisarius.®?

Belisarius did not have long to plan for his operations
against his enemy as a Persian force of 40,000 well-trained men
were en route to Daras (figure 4 is a modern‘reproduction of a
Persian cavalryman.) Upon gathering intelligence on the coming
Persian force, Belisarius was able to scrape up a force of 25,000
(mostly last minute recruits from nearby cities), of which only
3,000 (his Household Cavalry, the Huns, and Heruls) could be
counted on.** The majority of his 25,000 man force was infantry,
and the majority of the infantry was recruits. With only days
available, Belisarius had the recruits trained as archers only,
with the more experienced infantry taught point defense in the
phalanx formation. His Household Cavalry was broken up and
distributed among six squadrons of the Empire's ordinary heavy
cavalry, who were not personally trained by Belisarius, for the
purpose of training them before the battle and steadying them
during the battle. Along with Herul cavalry, Belisarius also had
two squadrons of Hun light cavalry, tough fighters who were also
armed with the bow.

Belisarius considered that the tactical defensive was his
best option for the onrushing Persians. Yet, withstanding a
siege and losing the initiative were not viable options.
Belisarius would rarely allow his forces to suffer a siege; he
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would only withstand a siege if it was part of a larger tactical

plan to weaken his enemy. In the front of Daras, Belisarius
began a series of trench works in order to increase his defensive
capability, shape the coming battle, and begin his psychological
operations on the Persians. This trench work was crisscrossed
with numerous bridges that allowed the cavalry to move across, at
numerous locations, with ease.

* arrayed his forces upon

The Persian commander, Perozes,?
arrival at Daras as shown in figure 5. According to Procopius:
"Then for a long time neither side began battle with the other,
but the Persians seemed to be wondering at the good order of the
Romans, and appeared at a loss what to do. . . .93 After some
minor skirmishing, a Persian horseman rode offering single
combat. A Roman attendant and wrestling coach named Andreas
jumped on a horse, charged the Persian and speared him in the
chest to the great delight of the Roman formation. Again,
another Persian rode out and challenged single combat, and again
Andreas charged out of the formation and killed the Persian.
Considering the omens, the Persians decided to retire for the
day.

The next day, 10,000 Persian reinforcements arrived for
Perozes. Belisarius sent a letter to Perozes offering to end the
situation through diplomacy:

The first blessing is peace, as is agreed by all men who
have even a small share of reason. It follows that if any
one should be a destroyer of it, he would be the most
responsible not only to those near him but to the whole

nation for the troubles that come. The best general,
therefore is the one who is able to bring peace from war.?3®

32




Why did Belisarius send the letter? As a man of high

morals and character (as will be shown in the following pages),
Belisarius sincerely desired to avoid battle for what could be

, gained at a negotiating table. Always to seek the moral high
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Fig. 5. Dispositions at Daras, July 530 A.D.
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ground, for reasons that included his deeply held Orthodox faith,

Belisarius would often offer his opponents an "out.” He wanted
to lead his troops with a clear conscience and ensure that every
favorable avenue for peace had been taken tc avoid violence. If N
Perozes interpreted the note as a sign of trepidation over the
ocutcome of the coming battle, so much the better.

Perozes replied that the words were good but they came
from Romans who could not be trusted. Anyway, why would Perozes
want peace? He was facing an inexperienced "boy" general who had
sent a letter suing for peace. They were still the second rate
Romans, whom the Persians had easily dispatched last summer, and
10,000 reinforcementg had just arrived.

The next day the Pefsians advanced in the same formation
as shown in figure 5. Because Perozes considered the center an
obvious trap, he would split his cavalry force and attack both
wings simultaneously. Thus, both flanks of the Roman force would
collapse and be trapped. Although this is conjecture, the far
less mobile Persian infantry were not initially advanced by
Peroczes due to the large number of Roman archers and the lack of
armor on the Persian infantry. If the Roman cavalry scattered
the Persian infantry early in the battle, the tide would turn in
favor of the Romans. Finally, Perozes would time his attack to
just before the time the Romans ate their lunch, the Roman first
meal of the day, catching the Romans at their physically weakest.

Perozes' plan of attack was exactly what Belisarius
wanted: Perozes would split his cavalry forces and violate the ‘
principle of mass. The trench work's center offered the Persians
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a deep penetration and a way to split the Romans, yet Perozes
feared envelopment by the Romans. 'With Perozes' plan, as the
Persians pushed the Romans back, Belisarius would order withering
fire from archers, from both the infantry and on the wall of
Daras, against which Persian armor was inadequate. As the
Persians charged forward and suffered attrition, Belisarius would

extend the battlefield and attack in depth with his light
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Fig. 6. Persian Attack and Roman Counterattack at Daras
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cavalry. The Huns would attack outward from the center of the

trenéh, and the Herxuls, not visible to the Persians because of a
masking hill, would attack deep on the Persian right flank. Both
deep attacks would add psychological shock and surprise to
Belisarius'® defense.

The battle proceeded as per Belisarius' plan, as show in
figure 6. After exchanging arrow volleys of a short period, for
which the Persians got the worst, the Persian cavalry split and
attacked both wings simultaneously. Both wings of the Persian
attack pushed the Roman cavalry back, but they continued to
suffer from Roman arrows. When the Persians had penetrated deep
enough and had suffered sufficient casualties, Belisarius
released his three deep attacks which sent the Persian cavalry
into a state of panic. Fleeing to the rear, the panic spread to
the Persian infantry and the entire Persian force fled the
battlefield with the Romans in pursuit. Procopius reports that
Belisarius:

refused absolutely to let them go farther, fearing lest

the Persians through some necessity should turn about and
route them while pursuing recklessly, and it seemed to them
sufficient to preserve the victory unmarred. For on that day
the Persians had been defeated by the Romans, a thing that
had not happened for a long time.?

From this single battle, one can see the threads of the
future modus operandi of Belisarius. First and foremost is the
combination of strategic offensive, tactical defensive then
tactical offensive. Justinian had stirred events and provoked

the Persians (strategic offensive). When the Persians went on
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the offensive, Belisarius chose his ground and prepared the
battlefield and shaped events according to his own initiative.
Belisarius received the initial blows of the Persian army
(tactical defensive) until the advantage was with the Romans,
then quickly transitioned to the offensive to achieve victory.
This modus operandi was better stated centuries later by
Clausewitz:
We have already stated what defense is--simply the more
effective form of war: a means to win a victory that enables
one to take the offensive after superiority has been gained;
. Once the defender has gained an important advantage,
defense as such has done its work . . . . A sudden powerful

transition to the offensive--the flashing of the sword of
vengeance--is the greatest moment of the defense. If it is

not in the commander's mind from the start . . . he will
never be persuaded of the superiority of the defensive
form. . . .

Other points of interest for this analysis include
Belisarius' turning off the pursuit of the Persians once the
objective had been attained. Pursuits of fleeing enemies often
run amuck. As the goal of victory switches from a specific
objective to annihilation and the plunder of the enemy's camp,
control of forces is lost. Belisarius had an axiom to avoid
pursuits after the objective had been obtained. As an
interesting note, the death knell of the Byzantine Empire was
their loss at the Battle of Manzikert in 1071, where after
achieving their objective, they pursued their enemy recklessly,
only to be turned on and defeated in detail.

Also, for this battle, Belisarius remained unmounted with
the infantry, directing the battle on foot. Too often in the

past, Roman commanders on horse seemed, to the common soldier,
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too eager to flee the battle when events got rough. In the

future, Belisarius could be found leading attacks or behind his
formations directing forces. As will be seen, he would choose
his location based on the tactical situation. Tied to this is
Belisarius’' understanding of the ripple effect panic has through
a formation. Often, the side that could induce panic in just one
part of an enemy's army, which would spread like wild fire
through the force, would be the victor. Belisarius would always
take measures to protect his force from panic while attempting,
through shock, surprise, and additional psychological operations,
to induce fear and panic in the enemy. Finally, this battle, as
with the ones tc follow, was primarily a cavalry battle, with
infantry being used as archers only.

As a result of this battle, the Persians entered into
serious negotiations with the Romans for a permanent peace. As
negotiations were proceeding, the Persians decided to conduct a
major raid into Roman territory in the spring of 531. The object
of this raid was the city of Antioch, the second richest city of
the Empire. The Persians marched with a force of 30,000 soldiers
using a desert route in order to avoid detection. However,
Belisarius had set up a series of outposts on the frontier linked
by a smoke signaling system. When the Persians were located,
Belisarius moved with 22,000 Romans, on interior lines, to
intercept the Persians. Belisarius' intention was not to engage
the Persian force, but to have them leave peacefully after a

Roman demonstration of force.
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Belisarius intercepted the Persians on the bank of the
Euphrates, opposite the city of Callinicus on 19 April 531. With
the Romans blocking their expedition, the Persians planned to
retreat to their borders. However, Belisarius' officers and
troops, upon hearing their commander's intent of letting the
Persians retreat without a fight demanded battle. Belisarius
explained that the Roman objective of sending the Persians back
had been achieved. Also, the entire Roman force was a day and
half into a fast in preparation for Easter and would therefore be
physically depleted. Procopius relates Belisarius speech to his
soldiers:

Men believe that there is only one victory which is
unalloyed, namely to suffer no harm at the hands of the
enemy, and this very thing has been given us in the present
instance by fortune and by the fear of us that overpowers our
foes. Therefore it is better to enjoy the benefit of our
present blessings than to seek them when they have passed.
For the Persians, led on by many hopes, undertook an
expedition against the Romans, and now, with everything lost,
they have beaten a hasty retreat. So that if we compel them
against their will to abandon their purpose of withdrawing
and to come to battle with us, we shall win no advantage
whatsoever if we are victorious, - for why should one rout a
fugitive? - while if we are unfortunate, as may happen, we
shall both be deprived of the victory which we now have, not
robbed of it by the enemy, but flinging it away ourselves
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Despite the speech, the army and the officers openly
called Belisarius a coward and threatened to revolt and attack
without him. Belisarius consented to lead them into battle.
However, prior to the battle, Belisarius wrote a letter to
Justinian (counter signed by Hermongenes) explaining that the

coming battle was forced upon him against his will and better

judgment. Belisarius wrote this letter to Justinian because
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Roman military forces were expensive and few in number, and

Justinian had always made it clear to expend forces judiciously.

For the battle, Belisarius placed his forces linearly
with their back to the river. His plan appeared to be to have
the Persians attack, expend their energies on the Roman line,
then make a quick transition to the offense with Roman cavalry to
finish the Persians.

The battle progressed evenly until Roman allies, the
Saracens, ordered to stand fast, disobeyed Belisarius. They
sidestepped a Persian cavalry charge and exposed the Roman rear
area, causing the Roman defense to crumble. Belisarius,
originally fighting on horse, dismounted to prevent panic in the
Roman infantry. The Romans, trapped in a collapsing pocket, made
their way as best they could across the river to Callinicus.
However, the Persians, due to high casualties which were about
equal to the Romans,* did not pursue and on the next day began
the trek back to Persia. For Belisarius this would be the only
battle that he would ever lose.

As will be seen, Belisarius' only failing as a military
commander surfaces during this battle, that is securing the
obedience of his subordinate generals. In the campaigns to come,
Belisarius would have to constantly scramble to save the day
after his subordinates disobeyed his orders in search of personal
glory, greed, or common cowardice.

Although the battle was a tactical defeat, strategically
it had no impact. 1In the following year 532, Justinian and the
Persians would sign the Eternal Peace, bringing peace to the
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frontier and allowing Justinian to turn his attentions to the
West.

Shortly after the battle, Belisarius was honorably
recalled to Constantinople by Justinian. The primary reason
given for his recall was the bad blood between Belisarius and the
Saracen allied commanders after Callinicus. For Justinian,
stability and preparedness under a general who could get along
with all the allies on the Persian frontier was more important
than the prestige of a general. Furthermore, Justinian needed

the services of an able commander for future expeditions west.
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CHAPTER 4

THE VANDAL CAMPAIGN

Justinian possessed imagination. He had formed a high ideal
of the might and majesty of the Empire of which he was the
master. It humiliated him to contrast its moderate limits
with the vast extent of territory over which the word of
Constantine had been law. He was dazzled by the idea of
restoring the old boundaries of the Roman Empire.*

J. B. Bury, Historv of the lLater Roman Empire

This chapter will detail the events that led to the
further consolidation of power in Justinian's hands and
Belisarius' conquest of North Africa. As will be seen, key to
evaluating Belisarius' performance will be the aggressiveness of
his cavalry and his ability to influence the flow of events
during the campaign.

Before beginning the recongquest of the West, an event
would occur in Constantinople that would have a major impact on
Justinian’'s plans for reconquest of the Empire. That event would
be known to history as the Nika (Greek for °"victory") Revolt.

The Blues and Greens had not taken well to Justinian.
The Emperor had been playing each faction against the other,
slowly dissipating their power and consolidating that power in
the persons of the Emperor and Empress. The populace was also
displeased with the crushing tax burden, not to mention cut

throat tax collectors needed to support Justinian's vast military
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and construction programs. On Sunday, 11 January 532, the
Hippodrome's 60,000 spectators revolted, as per the plan of the
faction's leaders, and drove the Emperor and Empress from the
Hippodrome. Looting and rioting broke out throughout the city,
trapping the Emperor and his guard within the walls of the
Imperial complex.

As the week progressed, Justinian, with Belisarius at his
side, decided that all was lost; he would abdicate and live in
exile. A ship was brought up to the Imperial pier and loaded
with treasure in preparation for the coming journey. As final
plans were being prepared by the Imperial staff with Justinian
and Belisarius in private session, the Empress Theodora entered
and addressed the Emperor, per Procopius:

My opinion- then is that the present time, above all others,
is inopportune for flight, even though it bring safety.

for one who has been Emperor it is unendurable to be a
fugitive. . . . For as for myself, I approve a certain
ancient saying that royalty is a good burial shroud.*?

Upon hearing the Empress' words, Justinian resolved to
hold his throne and ordered his two -generals at hand, Belisarius
and Mundus, to develop a plan to end the rebellion and restore
his throne. On Sunday, 18 January, with the Hippodrome packed
with rebels and the leadership of the rebellion in the process of
electing a new Emperor (they considered the rebellion over and
expected Justinian to flee at any moment), Belisarius and Mundus
quietly marched the Imperial Guard through the city and blocked
the exits of the Hippodrome. Methodically, with the rebels
confined in the small controlled space of the Hippodrome and

stricken with panic, the Imperial Guard slaughtered between
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30,000 and 60,000 rebels.? The rebellion was over and the

citizens of Constantinople learned that Justinian was not to be
trifled with.

As a result, the three pieces of the trinity Justinian
needed for extended military operations was in place: the
government was united in the hands of the Emperor (key senators
and patricians who had sided with the rebellion were either dead
or imprisoned); the will of the people was now in the absolute
control of Justinian; and the army and its commander, soon to be
Belisarius, were now at the hand of Justinian. This, added with
the Etermal Peace with the Persians, allowed Justinian to lay his
designs on the West into concrete action.

As is often the case, events pointed to where the initial
assault in the West should take place. In late 530 A.D.,
Justinian's bovhood friend Hilderic, loyal supporter of the
Eastern Roman Empire, and King of the Vandals, was usurped and
imprisoned by his rival Gelimer. Gelimer, asAthe new King, began
a revival of anti-Roman policies, ranging from decreased
political support for the Eastern Roman Emperor to aftacks on
Orthodox Christians within the Kingdom. Upon hearing of
Gelimer's seizure of the crown, Justinian sent an emissary to
Gelimer demanding either restoration of Hilderic to the throne
or, at least, allowing Hilderic to come to Constantinople. If
not the peace treaty between the Romans and the Vandals that had
been in effect since 476 A.D. would be void. Gelimer scoffed at

Justinian’'s demand.
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The Vandals were a Germanic race that originated in the
Baltic area and had plundered their way through to the
Mediterranean. They had taken up piracy on the Mediterranean for
a brief time and in the sixth century were the major sea power of
the Mediterranean. They then seized the Roman North African
colonies as their kingdom, with Carthage as their capital. The
vVandals had ruled this Kingdom for more than 100 years. Yet,
they were the minority in their kingdom. The majority of the
population in the Vandal Kingdom considered themselves Romans and
looked forward to the day of restoration of the Empire. Although
the Vandals were generous masters, they were still practitioners
of the Aryan Heresy, and not true Christian