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POLITICS AND TRADITION BETWEEN ROME,
RAVENNA AND CONSTANTINOPLE

The Variae of Cassiodorus have long been valued as an epistolary collection
offering a window nto political and cultural life in a so-called barbarian
successor state in sixth-century ltaly. However, this study 1s the first to treat
them as more than an assemblage of individual case studies and to anal-
yse the collection’s wider historical context. M. Shane Bjornlie highlights
the insights the Fariae provide into carly medieval political, ecclesiasti-
cal, fiscal and legal affairs and the influence of the political and military
turbulence of Justinian’s reconquest of Italy, and of political and cultural
exchanges between Italy and Constantinople. The book also explores how
Cassiodorus revised, updated and assembled the Variae for publication and
what this reveals about his motives for publishing an epistolary record
and for his own political life at a crucial period of transformation for the
Roman world.

M. SHANE BJORNLIE is Assistant Professor of Roman and Late Antique
History at Claremont McKenna College. His research mterests include
cthnography, late antique letter collections, ancient political culture and
the “decline and fall” of the Roman Empire.
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PART 1

The Variae as windows onto painted curtains

INTRODUCTION

Sometime in the late 560s a group of artisans caretully removed, tessera by
tessera, the portraits of more than a dozen people from the mosaics fHank-
ing the nave of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna. These mosaics por-
tray, on the south wall, the palace (palatium) of the Amal king Theoderic
conflated with a profile of the urban landscape of Ravenna and, on the
north wall, a profile of the nearby suburb of Classe. The figures removed
from the two mosaics originally held ideologically key positions before
the city gates of Ravenna and Classe and within the colonnaded arches of
the palatium. In their stead, the mosaicists filled the vacancies of the portals
and arches with mosaics portraying draperies and coloured brick. Only
disembodied hands, extending bevond the altered zones, and palimpsest
shadows of the former figures remained to remind the audience that car-
lier associations had been expunged from the church.' These new empty
spaces represent carefully arranged fields of rhetorical communication
that have much to tell about the political, religious and cultural realities
confronting their contemporary audience.

Built and consecrated carly in the reign of Theoderic (491—526), a
so-called barbarian king of the Arian Christian sect, Sant’Apollinare
Nuovo was a monumental public space that would accumulate contra-
dictory associations over the course of the first half of the sixth century.?
Through its physical proximity to the palatim of Theoderic in the heart
of Ravenna, the church in the first stage of its history contributed to the
celebration of Amal governance in Italy. The figures previously visible
in the architectural spaces of the nave mosaics (including a portrait of
Theoderic and a dedicatory inscription bearing his name) signified the
close association between political and religious conceptions of the late

" On this funcnon of damnatio memoriae, Hedrick, History; Urbano, "Donation’, 71—110; Flower,

Forgetting.
In general on Sant’Apollinare Nuovo, Deliyannis. Ravenna, 146—74; on the deletions of iconog-
raphy and portraits sponsored by the Amaly, 164-72.
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The Variae as windows onto painted curtains

antique state.* After 540, when Justinian’s soldiers entered Ravenna and
initiated what would become a long period of eastern imperial control
of the city, 1t became necessary to detach the church from the obvious
celebration of the political successes of the Amal dynasty. The need for
this intervention in public memory did not become imperative until
after 554, when Justinians Constitutio Pragmatica finally declared east-
ern imperial victory in what had been nearly two decades of war in
Italy (the Gothic War). Thus, late in the s6os, the bishop of Ravenna,
Agnellus, rededicated the church in the name of St Martin and systemat-
ically removed images idendfiable with Amal rule.* For those who might
have remembered the significance of the original figures, such a damna-
tio memoriae served as a reminder that the Amals, despite their success
under Theoderie, had ulamately failed as a political and dynastic regime,
The erasure privileged a competing interpretation of the Amals by which
they were understood as heterodox Christians who had subjected ltaly to
‘barbarian’ rule. The curtained empty zones of mosaic in Sant’Apollinare
Nuovo illustrate how the clear stamp of Theoderic’s success as a ruler,
visible elsewhere throughout the city in its architectural fabric, was reim-
pressed on Ravenna as the legacy of barbaric despotism that had been
conquered by the eastern Roman Emipire.

The nave mosaics at Sant’Apollinare Nuovo testify to the ability of late
antique media to present communicative silences. They offer an interest-
ing analogue to the proper subject of this study — the collection of legal
and administrative letters that Cassiodorus compiled as the Fariae. The
altered mosaies of Sant’Apollinare and the letters of the Fariae have much
i common as ‘windows onto painted curtains’. Each in its own way
represents a response to the polemic surrounding the postwar reputation
of Amal rule in ltaly. In fact, this study will argue that the Fariae act
as a piece of polemical literature in a manner comparable to that of the
visual medium of the mosaics, Where the mosaics literally opened win-
dows onto painted curtains to obscure a previous ideological message,
the individual letters of the lariae operate as tesserae in the production
of a composite image that also functions as an ideological curtain or
screen. In the preface to his heavily abridged translation of the Fariac,
Thomas Hodgkin in 1886 vented his frustration at attempting to pene-
trate the opacity of the letters by stating, ‘The curtain is the picture.’
This descripuion characterized for Hodgkin the difficulty entailed in
understanding, in its own terms, the performance of sixth-century
history that he encountered in the Fariae. What Hodgkin wanted in

Y Agnellus, Liber Pontificals Ecelesiae Ravenatis 859,
+ Wood, ‘Theoderies monuments’, 252-60; Deliyannis, St. Murtin”. Y Hodgki, Letters, vi.
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The Variae as windows onto painted curtains

the Fariac was a window into the day-to-day operation of the state in
sixth-century Italy. What he found was a culturally specific performance.
This study suggests that reading the Fariae is considerably more compli-
cated than translating the surface rhetoric and bureaucratic jargon of a late
antique chancery. Rather, the collection represents Cassiodorus’ attempt
to construct a composite image of Amal rule in ltaly for a particular
audience. In this sense, the Variae are an attempt at literary portraiture
which responds to events and conditions at a particular moment in Cas-
siodorus” career. Much as the later artisans of Sant’Apollinare preserved
some teatures of the original mosaic programme (the architecture of the
palativm and urban profiles of Ravenna and Classe), introduced features
to Create a new programmatic statement (twin processions of martyrs and
saints) and effaced other elements entirely (Theoderic and members of
his court), Cassiodorus too engaged in a revisionist presentation of Italy
under the Amals by selectively preserving, enhancing and deleting from
the historical reality that the letters purport to represent.

The Variae comprise 468 documents that Cassiodorus arranged in
twelve books.” As a collection of dispositive letters (legal judgments and
administrative directives), the Fariae treat an almost panoptic range of
official activities: appointment to public offices, the collection of taxes
and the management of state property, criminal cases and civil disputes,
the maintenance of urban amenities, and the diplomatic correspondence
of Amal rulers to eastern emperors and other so-called barbarian rulers.
Taken as a whole, the Fariae span more than thirty years of Cassiodorus’
activities as an intimate member of the palatine service attached to the
Amal court.” The presumably official nature of the collection, its chrono-
logical breadth and the rich range of materials contained within the indi-
vidual letters have made the Variae a prized source for scholars concerned
with early sixth-century Italy. The lariae have been prominent in stud-
ies of political and ecclesiastical affairs, fiscal and legal admimistration,
urban life and rural production, barbarian ethnogenesis and the trans-
mission of classicism. Yet it must be emphasized that the Variae are also
among the most idiosyncratic of late antique epistolary collections.” Typ-
ical epistolary collections take the form of personal letters directed by a

See Fridh, Opery O'Donnell, Cassiodorus, Plerschy, Formmlar, Krautschick, Cassiodore:s Viscido,
Stdiz. MacPherson, Rome; Barnish, Cassiodorus, xiv=liiiy Jovanaud, “Pour qui Cassiodore’, 721—
41: Gilletr, *Cassiodorus”™ Fariae', 37-50: Kakridi, Cussiodors Variac; Giardina, Cassiodoro: Bjornlie,
‘A redappraisal’, 143-71.

7 The letters purportedly represent Cassiodorus” official correspondence as quaestor, magister officio-
ron and practorian prefect under, successively, the rulers Theoderic, Achalaric and Amalasuntha,
Theodahad and Witgis,

* Note the apr description of O'Donnell, Cassiodorus, 86.
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The Variae as windows onto painted curtains

single author to members of a wider community of correspondents. The
Variae, however, contain presumably ofticial governmental documents.
The edicts, judicial responses, diplomatic letters and adnunistrative formu-
lae written in the names of various Ostrogothic rulers have the appear-
ance of a résumé of the Ravenna chancery. As an additional departure
from the norm, Cassiodorus addressed two prefaces (opening Books 1
and 11) to the audience of the lFariae and he attached to the collection
a treatise on the soul (the De anima), the preface of which continues
Cassiodorus” previous address to the audience of the Variae.” This level
of direct interaction with an mntended audience is not found in earlier
epistolary collections. The combination of documentary material with
what is essentially a philosophical inquiry into the source of wisdom (the
De anima) similarly lacks a precedent. Furthermore, Cassiodorus embed-
ded within the letters of the lariac an encyclopaedic range of digressive
material. Individual letters contain excursuses pertaining to everything
from the behaviour of animals, the moton of stars and the nature of
music, to the origins of writing, the history of law and the accomplish-
ments of engineering. In terms of their formal structure as a collection
and the content of individual letters, the Tariae are as unprecedented
among epistolary collections as they are among bureaucratic writing and
legal literature. Cassiodorus’ authorship is uncontested. What remains
problematic and debatable is the extent to which the letters represent
the mode of expression characteristic of the Ostrogothic chancery rather
than Cassiodorus’ own agenda.'”

This book suggests that the letters represent a documentary record
of the Ravenna chancery which Cassiodorus later subjected to heavy
revision reflecting the political exigencies that attended the fall of the
Amal court during the Gothic War. In particular, this book suggests
that Cassiodorus drew heavily upon themes of the political discourse
of Constantinople at a time when 1t seemed that the eastern imperial
control of Italy was imminent and his own social and political position
had suddenly become quite precarious.'" From Cassiodorus’ perspective
during the opening stages of the Gothic War, the protraction of the
conflict to almost two decades (535—54) and the total fragmentation of
political power in Italy in the aftermath could not have been foreseen.

It was in this period, during the late 5305 and early s40s, that the
Variae were politically relevant, not during the preceding decades when
Cassiodorus first penned the original letters in tulfilment of various

Y Cassiodorus later referred to the De anima as the thirteenth book of the Varae, Expositio Psalmorian
145.2.

' See Fridh. Terminologre, 1—5.

' Compare McKiwerick, "Roman history™, 21—,
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