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PLAGUE AS DISCOURSE IN JOHN OF EPHESUS’S ACCOUNT OF
THE JUSTINIANIC PLAGUE (CA. 542-544 CE)

When I started my PhD project in the year 2010, it was on understanding slavery as a
discourse in Late Antiquity, specifically in the works of John Chrysostom. That PhD was
eventually published in 2015, with the University of California Press, in a monograph,
Preaching Bondage: John Chrysostom and the Discourse of Slavery in Early Christianity.
Shortly thereafter, in 2018, my second book, The Unbound God: Slavery and the Formation
of Early Christian Thought appeared with Routledge. My approach to slavery as a
discourse—which I termed “doulology”—Ied to a heightened sense of awareness for the
importance of discourse in the study of ancient literature. As I was progressing in my
research, I noticed several intersections between the discourse of slavery and the discourse of
medicine, illness, healing and disability. In this way, I began to explore the field of ancient
Christian medicine, health, and disability discourse, which is currently the main direction of
my research (although my work on slavery and John Chrysostom continues). The start of the
Covid-19 pandemic made this research even more relevant and important, and gave me a new
stimulus for studying plague in late antiquity. My lecture today represents research I have
been doing the past few years on medicine and illness as discourses in early Christian
literature, specifically, on the idea of plague or pandemic as discourse in early Christian
literature.

Around the year 541 CE, a dangerous and virulent disease began to spread across the
eastern Mediterranean. While the exact origins of the disease remain open to speculation,
some of the early records first report it to be present in the harbour city of Pelusium, in
Egypt; others thought it came from Ethiopia. It is then believed to have spread to Alexandria
and, eventually, outside the borders of Egypt into Syria, Palestine, and Asia Minor. As one
would expect, the disease soon arrived in the imperial city of Constantinople, where it
wreaked havoc until about 544 CE. The disease spread beyond Constantinople, effectively
passing through Greece, Italy, and Spain, reaching Gaul rather early and even spreading into

late antique Britain and Ireland. For two centuries, until ca. 750 CE, the disease struck in



waves, coming and then going, in different areas of the Mediterranean and Europe. The
disease later became known as the “Justinianic Plague”, due to its emergence at the time of
the emperor Justinian’s reign of the eastern Roman Empire.!

Many of the ancient historical records describe the disease in terms that may concur
with what we now know to be bubonic plague, a disease caused by the bacterium Yersinia
pestis. The bacterium is usually transmitted to humans via animal intermediaries, notably rats
and fleas. This classification of the disease of 541-750 CE has now been conclusively
identified as such by means of paleogenetic DNA research. Symptoms of the disease include
the early development of flu-like symptoms such as fever, headaches, and vomiting. But the
most infamous sign of the disease is, without a doubt, the painfully swollen lymph nodes, or
“buboes”, that occur in the area closest to where the bacteria entered the body. Another
symptom is acral necrosis, the dark discoloration of areas on the skin. The disease manifests
in three ways depending on the route of infection: bubonic plague (centred around the lymph
nodes), septicaemic plague (when the bacteria enter the bloodstream), and pneumonic plague
(plague in the respiratory system). Septicaemic and pneumonic plague are serious forms of
the disease with high mortality rates.’

We now know that Yersinia pestis caused three major pandemics in recorded history.
The first pandemic, which includes the Justinianic Plague in its narrow sense, began in 541
and continued in waves up to about 750 CE or later; the second pandemic began with the
infamous Black Death that ravaged late medieval and early modern Europe, as well as
southwestern Asia and the northern regions of Africa, and beyond (this pandemic began in
ca. 1348 and became endemic and recurrent even into the early nineteenth century). The third
pandemic struck South and East Asia around the middle of the nineteenth and early twentieth
century. While treatable with a simple dose of antibiotics today, the disease was lethal to
many who were unfortunate enough to contract it in earlier times.?

Kristina Sessa has called for the development of approaches on environmental factors
and non-human agents’ role in the transformations and transitions we see in Late Antiquity.*
This new stream of scholarship should take seriously, according to Sessa, the discursive
aspects of the historical and literary data for the late ancient environment. The ancient
sources need to be examined in their own right to better also understand the Auman
experience of the plague.

My lecture today takes the cue from Sessa’s proposal and aims to advance scholarship
on the first pandemic by aiming to carefully analyze the discursive aspects of one of the

earliest historical accounts of the initial wave of the first pandemic, that of the Syriac



Christian author, John of Ephesus, who lived from 489 to around 578 CE. John was a monk
and missionary from Amida (Diyarbakr in modern-day Turkey), a village in northern
Mesopotamia. He is also well known for his travels across the eastern Roman Empire,
especially through the regions of Palestine and Egypt.> It was because of this itinerant nature
of his life that John was able to witness the spread of the plague. John was part of the anti-
Chalcedonian (or “miaphysite”) Christian community.® John’s account’ of the plague is
found in the second part of his Ecclesiastical History and represents the main primary source
for this study. The account of the plague is mostly preserved and reproduced in the eight-
century Chronicle of Zugnin, written by Pseudo-Dionysius of Tel-Mahre.

When I approach plague as a discourse in John’s thought, I am not simply asking how
John speaks about plague. I am asking what his speaking about the plague “does”, what it
signifies besides the immediate event of the pandemic, how it relates to other discourses and
practices, how it shapes bodies and subjectivities, including John’s own, and especially how
it relates to power.

The Syriac term John uses for the plague in his account is mawtana (or at times,
mawta) which in its basic sense refers to “death” or a “wound” or “mortality”. The basic term
in Syriac for bubonic plague is sar“iita. He describes bubonic plague to his readers as the
“swelling of the groins” which in Syriac he calls “the disease of eruptions”.® On all accounts,
John reconstructs his traumatic experience of the plague in strikingly moral terms. In Syriac
literature more generally, and specifically also in John, this is built into the very language
used for the plague. A great deal of punitive language is present when reference is made to
the plague. John refers to the plague as a Sabta, a “scourge”.” Another frequent term for
plague is mardiita, that is, “chastisement”.

For John, the main cause of the plague is greed — greed is the true plague — and his
writing about the Justinianic plague is first and foremost an impassioned response against the

dangers of avarice. While comparing the plague to the deluge of Noah, John writes that

Likewise, at the example of this blessed man, numerous people — even at this
time — were able to build for themselves ships made of alms within a few days to
transport them through this sea of flame; others (did so) through tearful pain,
along with alms, as well as the distribution of their possessions to the needy; and
others with mourning, humiliation, vigil, abstinence and painful imploring of
God. Thus numerous people who feared and trembled, were able to buy the

Kingdom for themselves.!?



The judgement had already come, and while it was too late for these faithful people to escape
the bubonic plague, they did assure for themselves through almsgiving a place in the
kingdom. The moral dimension of John’s plague discourse is also colored by the fact that
God showed mercy to the poor by having them perish first from the plague, with some even
receiving the dignity of a burial and memorialization. It makes sense that the poor first died
from the plague since they would have been more in contact with points of infection like rats,
fleas, and other animals carrying the pathogen.

John refers several times to people who attempted to loot the houses of the dead, and
in each case the angel of the plague struck down the looters. The same went for people
concerned with inheritances and gifts — the moment such a person “put his hand on it and
take it, he would straightaway faint and be destroyed as if the angel of death had been
standing behind him. Because of this, people did not look even at the one who wished to give
charitable gifts to the needy, nor did they accept them from him, but those who accepted
them perished.”!!

The recurrent rhetoric of pollution and disgust further exemplifies the moral
dimension of the plague. All human beauty and distinction are rendered pus and dung by the
plague.'? John goes to great lengths to viscerally describe the disgusting site of the mass
graves and piles of bodies, either just rotting in the streets, being buried, or cast into the sea:
“countless numbers (of corpses), were piling up along the whole sea shore, like the spume
that comes in the great rivers. Putrefaction moved along, went down and ran into the sea.”!?
Putrefaction (rehld) is a prominent theme in John’s account, and as several scholars of Late
Antiquity have pointed out, defilement, pollution, and disgust function as moral categories.
The message that John conveys here is that everything of this world, all flesh and riches, all
luxury and decadence, are rendered to their true forms in God’s judgement. As John
Chrysostom said, all luxury, in the end, is excrement and decay.'* Towards the end of his
account, John clearly states the moral purpose of his plague discourse: “This was the
instruction that the angel, who was in charge over this plague, had: to struggle with people
until they despised all the matters of this world, if not voluntarily, then against their will, with
the result that (the angel) was depriving of life, as well, everyone whose mind was rebellious
(against God) and who was still greedy for the things of this world.”!> God’s judgment, as
exemplified in the plague, thus functions as a type of cleansing.

The importance of this dimension of John’s discourse is that we see how morality

functions as a discourse of health and illness. At face value, John’s narrative about the plague



does not exhibit itself as a medical discourse per se. He does not speak about the great plague
as he speaks about the plague of madness that apparently befell Amida, and some other cities,
in 560 CE.!° It is unclear what caused the madness, but John writes of widespread frenzy
throughout the city. This “plague” account is also morally structured. The main problem for
John is that the madness results in people behaving immodestly, engaging in illicit sexual acts
even in public. A medical remedy is given for this plague: “the perpetrators were denied oiled
food and the drink of wine. Bread and salt or dry pulse without oil was prepared for them to
eat, with oxymel [or posca, Latin for a beverage of water and egg] to drink.”” This is a
typical medical solution, via regimen, for the problem of excess heat and moistness, which
could be associated with fever, frenzy, and, above all else, an increased sexual appetite.'® But
the disease of greed is not treated in this way; the remedy for greed is a cleansing, almost like
rinsing a wound of its pus and rot or excising an ulcer. Ironically, yet indirectly, the purgative
chastisement that is the bubonic plague of 541 functions as a remedy for the psychic disease
of greed. This fits in with broader trends in late ancient Christian literature where medical
discourse intersects deeply with concepts of moral philosophy and the health of the soul.!® In
John’s plague account, this moral-medical discursivity deeply and meticulously intersects
with a potent apocalyptic discursivity, which gives John’s narrative its potency as a shocking
and sobering power discourse.

John’s discourse of the plague displays most of the characteristics of ancient
apocalyptic rhetoric. He uses all the traditional motifs associated with apocalypticism,
including the rhetoric of chastisement, the incorporation of Old Testament prophecy,
apocalyptic symbols such as the winepress and the marking of bodies, monsters and
apparitions coming from the margins, especially the desert and the sea, and the occurrence of
general social destabilization and disorder, along with the equalization of the classes. But if
we look more closely at John’s report, we can highlight three main characteristics of plague
as an apocalyptic discourse.

First, plague is a totalizing and universalizing apocalyptic discourse in John’s
thought. What I mean by this is that John goes to great lengths to emphasize the intensity and
magnitude of the plague. We should not view plague in isolation from the universal
apocalyptic narrative that John sketches. For instance, the great plague is preceded by
earthquakes.?’ The earthquakes were not the only sign, but there were also many wars
according to John.?! The plague is therefore part of a larger apocalyptic drama that is slowly

unfolding and also intensifying.



John reconstructs his world as one that has been decimated and left desolate by the
plague. He opens the account with a description of all the key social spaces where human
social interaction took place and where identities were formed. The streets are littered with
corpses, houses, palaces, and even ships became tombs, both bridal chambers and the
chambers of virgins were lifeless, highways, roads, and villages were deserted.??

The totalizing and universalizing nature of John’s discourse of the plague is further
supported by his use of numbers and estimates. John tells us that between 5 000 and 16 000
persons could have died in one day. John reports that over 300 000 corpses were taken off the
streets, and states: “When those who were counting reached the number of two hundred and
thirty thousand, realizing that they were countless, they gave up (on counting) and from now
on victims were removed without number.”? T will not venture into the question of whether
John’s estimates are accurate or not. Procopius, another contemporary witness to the plague,
gives similar estimates.?* It is possible that John and Procopius received their estimates from
the same imperial source. I do not doubt, however, that the mortality rate would have been
high in a densely populated urban setting like Constantinople. What is important to note is
that John states that the deaths are innumerable. The numbers in John account should not
only be read quantitatively but also qualitatively. His use of numbers here is indicative of
how the experience moves from the sensible and quantifiable to the senseless and ineffable, a
theme that recurs constantly in the story. The numbers and innumerable nature of the deaths
illustrate how universal the God’s chastisement is. The magnitude of the plague also mirrors
the breadth and reach of the Empire. The numbers serve not to quantify the disaster, but to
demonstrate its magnitude and reach beyond what is quantifiable. As the plague spreads over
the whole Empire, it intensifies. The totalizing and universalizing nature of John’s plague
discourse is also seen in the fact that no one escapes from the plague. John provides not only
lists of places and spaces that are affected by the plague, but also of people. Rich and poor,
noble and common, virgins and the married, young and old, children and infants, slaves and
masters, sinners and saints, even animals, none were exempt from the punishment. The
plague experience is geographically, spatially, socially, and religiously universal.

Second, plague is also an alterizing apocalyptic discourse for John. The notion of
alterity, or otherness, is prominent in the narrative. With the plague event, the spectacular and
grotesque spill over into the banal and ephemeral. For John, the consequences of the plague
represent a major problem to human identity and subjectivity. When stricken with bubonic
plague, humans become something else. This is particularly seen with the problem of mass

burials in which bodies are trampled, mutilated, and deformed, treated like dead animals —



and eventually, rendered to decay.?’ The plagued body therefore destabilizes John’s view of
the body as created in God’s image, as being separate from animals. Plague reduces human
bodies to the status of animal bodies, human bodies essentially become blood and pus. The
mass grave is also a space where identity is lost, where individual bodies are dishonored and
heaped into a messy and rotten mass. John constantly contrasts the former beauty of the

human subject with its present grotesque status. John laments:

For how could even the heart of the witness of these things not melt inside him in
front of them, and the rest of his members — while still alive — not dissolve with it
from pain, bitter cry and sorrowful lamentation, while looking at white-haired old
men, who engaged themselves in the worldly vanity all their days, toiled to gather
(wealth), and looked forward to solemn and honourable burial by their heirs, are
discarded on the ground, their white hair sadly soiled by the putrefaction of their
heirs; beautiful girls and virgins, who were looking forward to bridal feasts and
garments of precious decor, are discarded, exposed, and soiled by the filth of the
other dead; they became a pitiful and repelling sight. If only it had occurred
inside gravest! Rather, their corpses were dragged into marketplaces and harbours
like the corpses of dogs; lovable children were mixed together and cast away;
those who cast them in ships seized them and tossed them from afar in great
terror; handsome and cheerful boys, who turned dark, were thrown, head down,
beneath each other, and made into an object of terror; noble and chaste women,
dignified and respectful, sat in their private rooms, their mouths swollen, exposed
and wide open; they were piled up in horrible heaps. All ages were humiliated, all
statures were bent and degraded in one wine press of wrath, and all ranks were

pressed on the top of each other like animals and not like human beings.?°

John is particularly bothered by the loss of modesty, dignity, and humanity that is
evident in the plagued body. We now see a further discursive effect of the totalizing
quantification of bodies. Bodies are no longer distributed and given worth according to the
Christian precepts of virtue and modesty, and all self-worth and dignity is lost. The corporeal
inversion that comes with the plague is quite disturbing to John. Beauty is rendered
grotesque, modesty is defiled, and innocence is lost. The beauty of social complexity,
distinction, and variety is lost and rendered “other” in the putrefied collective that is the mass

grave.



This point is further established by the potent rhetoric of signs or marking in John’s
account. John does not simply clinically describe the symptoms of the plague. Each symptom
is interpreted as a sign (’ata@) of judgement, a type of rhetoric very common in apocalyptic

discourse.?’ John writes:

Now this is the terrible sign that suddenly befell the citizens of this city after the
elimination of the poor. Then another sign that distinguished between those who
were carried off and those who survived but were left between death and life,
appeared as follows: three marks were seen in a person's palm in the shape of
black pocks that did not erupt but remained deep inside; they were deep inside
like three drops of blood. And wherever these appeared the end followed, with a
delay of only one or two hours or perhaps one day. This happened to many

people.?®

It is interesting that John believes that the poor did not receive these marks; they only arrived
after the poor passed away. The symptoms of the plague therefore become signs of
judgement. According to John, the signs become visible on the hands, as in the case with the
signs in other apocalyptic works like Revelation. Similarly, when death has become so
widespread, “no one went outdoors without a written tag hung on his neck or his arm.”?® The
eradication of identity, memory, and subjectivity was so vast, that it seems people had to
wear these tags for the purpose of identification in the case of sudden death.

Along with the loss of human subjectivity and the destabilization of social distinction,
we also see in John’s discourse of plague how that which is marginal and unknown intersects
with what is central and common. This is evident in John’s perception of the plague itself.
When reading John’s account, the plague is practically personified. It moves through the
regions as if it has a mind of its own, and John writes as if the plague is actually stalking
them on their travels. Like demons and monsters, the plague comes from afar, its exact origin
is unclear. It arrives from the sea and slowly and strategically spreads over the earth. Along

with the plague comes other ethereal and frightful beings:

As the pestilence was spreading from one place to another, numerous spectres of
boats of copper were seen, in which what looked like headless people were
sitting, holding poles of copper. They moved along in the sea in this way, and

were seen going where they were destined to go. These dreadful spectres were



seen in every region as shining copper and in the form of fire, especially during
the nights. Likewise, headless black people were seen, sitting in the shining boats,
going along quickly in the sea, in such a way that people almost expired while

looking at them!*°

These headless spectral figures coming from the sea further signify the frightful otherness
that accompanies the plague. Biblical apocalyptic writings, especially texts like Ezekiel,
Daniel, and Revelation, are fond of constructing monsters that symbolize the all-
encompassing terror and wrath that accompany divine judgement. Monsters in apocalyptic
literature often serve to highlight the transcendence and otherness of God and the ethereal
realm. In this case John seems to follow this trajectory of incorporating apocalyptic lore in
his narrative. For some ancient readers, these black headless figures might remind them of
the akephaloi or Blemmyes of antiquity. These figures were described as headless with facial
features on their chests. The fact that John describes them as black persons further
strengthens a possible link with the Blemmyes.>! In Greek thought, these headless beings
inhabited the outermost reaches of civilization, often in the East or in North Africa.
Herodotus believed they came from Libya, while Pliny locates them in Ethiopia. Some
sources also thought that the plague came from these regions, especially Ethiopia®? (although
John first sees it in Egypt). By late antiquity, groups associated with the Blemmyes were seen
as opponents of the Christian Empire.*® Tales of the akephaloi persisted into the medieval
period. The presence of these creatures, however, seems to convey the point that, as with the
plague itself, mythical creatures from the fringes of civilization begin to appear in the
inhabited world, as if chaos and disorder in all their forms are spilling over into the inhabited
world. The idea of headlessness might be a symbol of irrationality or even impartiality
regarding the impending doom. Bronze or copper is also a common color or material used in
the construction of apocalyptic monsters. More than anything, the description of these
creatures highlights their frightful alterity, their otherworldliness.**

Furthermore, the arrival of the plague is not only accompanied by headless monsters,
but also by angels who are in charge of the plague, and arrogant demons who take the shape
of angels and even monks. In this narrative it is not demons that administer the plague, but
angels;*>this affirms the notion that the plague is from God and not a diabolical source.
Demons were, however, often associated with plague in ancient thought.’® Like wolves
preying on an injured animal, the demons enter the city to deceive and torment the people.

Although demons are often associated with certain urban spaces,’” traditionally in late ancient



hagiographical literature, monks do physical battle with demons especially on the margins,
such as the desert or wilderness, the spaces where demons and monks especially dwell.>® One
of the stories, not from Constantinople but another unknown city in Palestine, John relates

thus:

Furthermore, it is related about another city on the border of Palestine that at this
same time, devils appeared to its inhabitants in the form of angels! And they
misled them when they told them to rush to worship a certain bronze statue that
was by now said to have been abandoned, like the other bronze statues that were
in the cities. Now in the past it was an idol of pagans, and it also had a name.
Even now it is worshipped in secret by a few still holding onto paganism. Thus
the devils made the whole city worship this thing, saying: “If you first worship

such and such statue, pestilence [or “death”] will not strike this city.*°

The people then do worship the idol. But then a whirlwind came and lifted the idol high into
the air and smashed it to the ground. All the idol-worshippers perished.*’ In Constantinople
John tells us demons tricked people to believe that if they threw earthen pitchers from their
upper-storey windows, the plague would pass.*! Worst of all is when demons began to appear
to people in the guise of monks and clerics. People believed that these monks and clerics

were harbingers of death, and they were greatly feared. John writes:

Thus this erroneous belief that death came in the form of the tonsured ones
spread. It occurred mainly among the simple and common people of the city, to
the point that it became difficult for a monk to be seen in the street. When they
saw one they would fall over each other in flight, pushing and shouting: “Why are
you coming here? We belong to the Mother of God, we belong to such and such a
martyr, we belong to such and such an apostle!” Thus even after that time and
until the end of two years, this erroneous belief remained among a few. When
they would see a monk or a cleric, they would shout: “We belong to the Mother

of God!”#?

We often read in ancient sources that when there was an urban crisis, monks would enter to
city to pray and help.** But in this case, the demons contrive a situation in which monks

would not be welcomed in the city. The actions of the demons and the citizens also serve to
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mock and denigrate the monks and clerics, another sign, for John, of the extremely dire
situation of the city.** It is difficult to determine whether the plague event amplified the
religious diversity of urban centers, which was a problem for John, or whether the events
simply made John more aware of urban religious diversity. Referencing these cases in John
as well as a case in Evagrius, Meier makes a curious point that such episodes point “to a
dangerous consequence of the pestilence to Christian society, namely a trend towards
repaganization.”® It is an interesting point to consider. However, are these cases from John
and the one from Evagrius enough to make such an assertion? I would argue that much more
evidence is required to make an assertion that plague led to repaganization, especially in the
Roman East. As Isabella Sandwell has shown, religious identity in the East was varied and it
was probably not uncommon for people to have multiple religious interests and affiliations,
both formal and informal.*® Reducing late ancient religious identity to a Christian-vs.-
“pagan”¥’ paradigm is neither accurate nor helpful. In John’s case, we only have once
instance of non-Christian religious worship, in an unnamed town in Palestine. Other
practices, like that of the pitchers, is more of a grass-roots practice moderns might call
superstition.

John also refers to people who invoke the protection and patronage of Mary and the
martyrs. Averil Cameron has shown that the cult of Mary was gaining momentum in
Constantinople in the sixth century.*® Meier also argues for the proliferation of Marian
devotion during this time: “The most important signs of this rapid cultural shift are the rise in
the cult of the Virgin Mary, the emergence of iconolatry, the sacralization of the emperor and
the phenomenon known as liturgification.”*® Meier provides more evidence for this, but even
in this case, we should be cautious to link major cultural and religious shifts to the early
occurrences of the plague. The plague may have been one factor, among a complex array of
others, that led to the development of Marian devotion, as Cameron also argues.>® John’s
account certainly testifies to the fact that Mary was already popular in Constantinople when
the plague hit, and that the plague, along with other factors, contributed to the intensification
of Marian devotion in Constantinople.

We should also remember that John was trying to make sense of the chastisement that
he was witnessing. At that stage he could have been more aware and perceptive of diverse
religious beliefs and practices; beliefs and practices that were always there. He may be more
aware of inter-religious beliefs, as well as intra-religious beliefs in Christianity itself. Rather

than trying to identify broad religious trends from stories like these in John, it is more helpful
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to account for stories like as examples of alterizing discourse that serves to highlight the
chaos and destabilization of society.

Third, plague is a pro-imperial apocalyptic discourse in John’s account. This is a
crucial observation in our analysis of plague discourse as a discourse of power here. A
common assumption in some first phase scholarship on the Justinianic plague is that the
pandemic was one of the major factors that led to the fall of Rome. For John, however, the
totalizing an alterizing apocalyptic discourse of the plague does not signify the fall of Rome,
but rather represents a negotiation of the Empire and its emperor weathering the storm and
showing its best in the face of such insurmountable tragedy and loss. In this account the
plague is presented, as noted, much more as a cleansing than a collapse. As Stephen
Shoemaker remarks, the Christian apocalypticism of the sixth and early seventh centuries is
less explored than what we see in early Islam. In response to this, Shoemaker’s monograph,
The Apocalypse of Empire, shows that not all apocalyptic thinking is anti-imperial or just
about the end of the world, and that much of late antique apocalypticism promoted imperial
values, the expansion of the Empire, and its eventual triumph at the end. The world does not
simply end at the great judgement but, rather, the culmination of history is affected through
the victory and dominion of God’s elected Empire.>! The apocalyptic discourse of plague is
therefore especially about power; the power of God and the power of Empire, and John’s
account fits in very well with this narrative.

John’s depiction of Justinian is quite positive. The emperor is sketched as a zealous
hero, the only person who actually assembles some strength to address the suffering. The
emperor’s benefaction and grace stands in contrast to the extreme greed that is characterized
by the plague-affected society. Moreover, John shows that the emperor and the palace was
equally affected by the plague as most others.>?

John demonstrates to his readers here the mutual suffering and humanity of the imperial
palace. They also fear, they also grieve, and they are no longer served by scores of servants
and slaves. John aims to present the imperial family as equally affected by the pandemic, he
wants to portray them as ordinary persons. John’s depiction of the emperor stands in stark
opposition to what Procopius writes about Justinian in his Secret History. Procopius mentions
that Justinian also fell ill and almost died.>® In this we also see competing power discourses
of plague in relation to Empire. For John, Justinian was the answer to the plague; for
Procopius, Justinian was a plague unto himself to the detriment of the whole Empire. John
held Justinian and the empress Theodora in “heartfelt respect... regardless of official imperial

policies.”* Why does John not mention the rumor of Justinian’s illness and suspected death?
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He did not die, after all. Because as we have seen, John links the punishment of the plague
directly to greed. By sanitizing Justinian of any rumors of having caught plague or almost
dying, he also distances his emperor from any accusations of moral turpitude, especially
greed. This is notably seen in the actions of Theodore, the referendarius. Unlike looters and
greedy grave diggers, Theodore and his men, as representatives of the emperor, are able to
enter the houses of plague victims without being struck down by a plague-angel. They are
able to safely pass through houses and the city because their motivation is not greed but
philanthropy.>?

Thus, while John does seem to believe that the wars, earthquakes, and this terrible
plague are signs of the consummation of history in the near future, his discourse, like that of
the Old Testament prophets he quotes and models, is much more aimed at his own present
society. His discourse is less future-oriented; he laments the moral and physical disease that
is ravaging his beloved Empire (and emperor) in the present, and the chastisement that is the

plague is meant to cultivate change in his own present day.

3 Conclusion
The discourses we use when speaking about pandemics matter. In John’s case, we see a man
who is trying to come to terms with the traumatic events he saw and survived. John was a
survivor of the plague. But the trauma it caused had a lasting impact on him. John repeatedly
states that the horrors we witnesses were ineffable. John’s writing of the plague account is a
means to make sense of the senseless, to reconstruct a world ravaged by a pandemic. John’s
account is like a debriefing, and he retells the story of his experience by structuring it
according to his own moral and apocalyptic views. By doing this, John also attempts to
ameliorate the rupture of memory that also resulted from the plague event. It may also have
been a way John tried to deal with his grief, which was poised to consume his soul.

What meaning could possibly lie in such senseless and excessive suffering and death?
John had to find an answer, and in doing so, he recasts the plague in a moral-apocalyptic
discourse that functions strategically as a totalizing, alliterizing, and pro-imperial critique on
his society, especially its greed and social injustice. When we start paying attention to the
discourses our ancient writers used to give sense and meaning to such catastrophic events, we
gain a glimpse in the human experience of pandemics. This approach urges us to also set our
sights on microhistories of everyday life and experience. The seemingly big questions of
whether Rome fell because of the plague and the quest to quantify the effects of the first

pandemic fade somewhat to the background. In so doing we afford our ancient sources the
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dignity of a voice in their own right and award these historical accounts the close and critical
attention they demand. For John of Ephesus, the Justinianic plague was by no means an
inconsequential pandemic. For him, it changed the fabric of his being and clearly left a mark
on his psyche, and the collective psyche of Constantinople and other cities that were ravaged
by the plague. The research also affords an opportunity for integrative and interdisciplinary
work between ancient plague discourse and modern discourses surrounding HIV, Covid-19,

and other illnesses. But this is a lecture for another day. I thank you!
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