Extract from Zosimus’ New History
“The empire being thus divided, Valentinian [I; r. 364-375] began to govern more rigorously, correcting the faults of the magistrates… Resolving likewise to institute some new laws he began by prohibiting the nocturnal sacrifices, intending by that measure to restrain and prevent vicious actions. However when Praetextatus, the proconsul of Greece, a person endowed with great virtues, represented to him that the Greeks could not subsist under such a law, by which they were withheld from the performance of those sacred mysteries, which were to them the great bond of society, he allowed them to be celebrated in the usual manner, without regard to his own edict, and look care that everything should be performed according to the ancient custom of the country.” – Zosimus New History 4.3.2-3. – Translation from a print by Green and Chaplin, 1814.
Zosimus, the author of The New History which this extract is from, was a Hellenic polytheist who lived in Constantinople in the late fifth and early sixth centuries CE. His work focused on the decline of the Roman Empire and it is set out in six books mainly covering the third and fourth centuries CE. It also covers the republican period and the history of Rome after that in less detail than the later history.[footnoteRef:1] Zosimus had been a bureaucrat in the Eastern Roman Empire.[footnoteRef:2] The passage itself focuses on two people Valentinian a Roman Emperor and Praetextatus who was the Proconsul of Greece. [1:  Walter Goffart, ‘Zosimus, The First Historian of Rome’s Fall’, The American Historical Review, 76.2 (1971), pp. 412–41 (pp. 412–14), doi:10.2307/1858706.]  [2:  David F. Buck, ‘On Two Lacunae in Zosimus’ New History’, The Classical Quarterly, 49.1 (1999), pp. 342–44 (p. 342), doi:10.1093/cq/49.1.342.] 

Zosimus was writing his history during the period of the decline of the Roman Empire, as Christianity was becoming the dominant religion on the empire. As a Hellenic Polytheist, Zosimus saw this as a bad thing and connected it with the empire’s fall in his eyes.[footnoteRef:3] Another reason that he would have considered the empire as in a state of disrepair is the fact that it had lost so much territory by his time.[footnoteRef:4] This helps to give context to why Zosimus might have felt the need to write his New History as a decline of Rome.    [3:  Goffart, ‘Zosimus, The First Historian of Rome’s Fall’, pp. 413–17.]  [4:  Goffart, ‘Zosimus, The First Historian of Rome’s Fall’, pp. 414–16.] 

The passage itself is set during the reign of Valentinian. In the passage Valentinan passes an edict that bans certain religious practices such as nocturnal sacrifice Zosimus tells us that he did this in order to try and reduce the amount of sacrifice overall, however the Proconsul of Greece Praetextatus petitioned Valentinian to change this as it is essential to their religious life claiming that without being able to continue their traditional sacrifices their society itself would suffer. The emperor acquiesces to Preatextatus’ request and allows them to keep sacrificing to their gods whilst also keeping his edict in place. In the passage Zosimus portrays Preatextatus in a positive light describing him as being a person with great virtues but it also portrays Valentinian in a positive way by having him listen to the needs of the Greeks and change his laws accordingly even making sure that the sacrifices are done traditionally according to Zosimus.[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  ‘Zosimus, New History 4.03 - Livius’, Livius.Org <https://www.livius.org/sources/content/zosimus/zosimus-new-history-4/zosimus-new-history-4.03/> [accessed 20 March 2025].] 

Before the passage begins in the book Zosimus tells us that after the death of Emperor Julian who was the last emperor of Rome that was not Christian.[footnoteRef:6] Valentinian and Valens would take over the empire and start persecuting allies of Julien with Valentinians ire being especially focussed on Maximinus who was a philosopher and had gotten Valentinian punished during Julians reign for neglecting sacred things of the roman religion in favour of Christianity.[footnoteRef:7] The reason given for Valentinians persecution of Julians allies is that he believed one of them was poisoning him which had according to Zosimus made him angry to the point of madness. However, he says that the persecution gets overshadowed by other concerns at that time such as dividing the empire between himself and his brother Valens as well as appointing governors and other administrative tasks to reduce the power of Julians allies within the Roman Empire.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  ‘Zosimus, New History 4.03 - Livius’.]  [7:  ‘Zosimus, New History 4.03 - Livius’.]  [8:  ‘Zosimus, New History 4.03 - Livius’.] 

The part of the book after the passage covers the aftermath of Emperor Julians death outside of the empire itself with it describing the barbarians north of the Rhine as being in fear of even the name Rome and refusing to attack the empires territory at all when Julian reigned as Emperor of Rome.[footnoteRef:9] However, Zosimus said that as soon as they had heard of Julians death the tribes north of the Rhine had started to resume their attacks on the border territories of Rome. Which Zosimus then tells us that Valentinian was up to the task of defending Romes borders from the invading tribes and did this by garrisoning the borders whilst his brother Valens had a worse time of it in the east of the empire due to his lack of experience leading.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  ‘Zosimus, New History 4.03 - Livius’.]  [10:  ‘Zosimus, New History 4.03 - Livius’.] 

These passages from the book help give context as they inform us that the events taking place in the primary passage of this gobbet are meant to have occurred not long after the death of the Emperor Julian and during the accent and consolidation of power of the Co-Emperors Valentinian and Valens. They also paint the brothers as vengeful against the supporters of Julian which contrasts with Valentinians treatment of the Greeks in the passage. They also present Julian in a positive light by saying that the empire was safer under his rule. 
In most histories Julian is known as Julian the Apostate due to being the last non Christian to be Emperor of Rome and his campaigns against Christianity, intending to replace it as the dominant religion with a Neo-Platonist version of the old Roman religion.[footnoteRef:11] An example of how Julian is portrayed include him persecuting Christian like the old emperors before Constantine. A contemporary portrayal of him by Gregory of Nazianzus complains of Julian depriving the Christians of their literature and education which was replaced with a pagan education in his view.[footnoteRef:12] This contrasts with how Zosimus portrays him in his New History the example of Julian shows us how different the New History can be compared to other contemporary and modern histories of that period of the Roman Empire. This is helpful as it gives a clear distinction in how Zosimus saw history compared to Christian historians of the time.  [11:  H. C. Teitler, The Last Pagan Emperor: Julian the Apostate and the War against Christianity (Oxford University Press, 2017), pp. 1–8.]  [12:  Teitler, The Last Pagan Emperor, pp. 67–69.] 

Some modern scholarship does not look on the work of Zosimus kindly criticisms of his work include that he mixed up dates and would put events in the wrong order and Gibbon called him “unworthy of esteem and trust”.[footnoteRef:13] These qualities as well as his bias towards polytheism factoring into the accuracy of his work though most ancient authors had problems of bias. Despite modern historians’ reservations when it comes to Zosimus’ work it is still considered an important piece of literature as it gives us the fullest history of the post Constantine Roman Empire up until Zenobius’ time.[footnoteRef:14] This provides important context as it helps to know any potential inaccuracies or biases in the passage through looking at the wider work of Zosimus.  [13:  Goffart, ‘Zosimus, The First Historian of Rome’s Fall’, p. 413.]  [14:  Goffart, ‘Zosimus, The First Historian of Rome’s Fall’, pp. 413–16.] 

Whilst a lot of modern historians criticise Zosimus for his methods, they tend to come to similar conclusions as him as to why the Roman Empire began to fall. For example, a reason shared by both Gibbin and Zosimus is the transition from republican rule to the Principate and later the Dominate.[footnoteRef:15] Some modern scholarship denotes the main reason for the fall of the empire being its administration which was also a factor considered by Zosimus with both himself and modern historians blaming things like the power held by the praetorian Guard as causes of instability and corruption in the Roman Empire.[footnoteRef:16] This shows that whilst there are flaws with his work it is still important to read as it covers in detail  the various events that were happening in the period covered by the six books of the new history.       [15:  Goffart, ‘Zosimus, The First Historian of Rome’s Fall’, pp. 414–16.]  [16:  Goffart, ‘Zosimus, The First Historian of Rome’s Fall’, pp. 414–16.] 

This passage and its context help to illustrate Zosimus’ worldview as parts mentioning the old Emperor Julian are exclusively positive and whilst Valentinian himself is portrayed as mostly competent through his quick actions to make sure soldiers were being paid on time as well as his garrisoning of the border regions on the Rhine which prevented a large attack from the tribes beyond the Rhine according to Zosimus he is only shown in a truly positive light when he is renouncing his edict against nocturnal sacrifice for the Greeks. Whilst his brother Valens is portrayed as entirely militarily incompetent. Bringing Julian back into this shows Zosimus’ view that Hellenic Polytheism was better for the empire, this is shown through Julian as he had managed according to Zosimus to keep the Germanic tribes across the Rhine in fear of Rome which he said had ended once Julian had died. The passage and its context also help to illustrate the view that the Roman empire was not as good as it used to be with it starting to decline this is illustrated through the incompetence of Valens, the bold attacks by the Germanic tribes and the purges committed by both Valens and Valentinian.
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