
( 225 ) the night of 14/ 23 December 557 • Constantinople, e Nicea?, 
e Nicomedia?, e Rhegium, elllyria 

sources 1 Mal. 488-90; Ioh. Eph. 328-9; Theoph. 231; Agath. 5.3.1-11; Anon. Eccl. Hist. 114; 
The Great Chronogr. 11.231; Vita Sym. Stil. Iun. 106; Leont. hom. 1 and 7 

sources 2 [Dion. Tellmahr.]131-2; Typicon of the Great Church, ed. Mateos (1962, 1, p.130, 13 f.); 
Hymns in Follieri (1966, p.301); Cedren. 676-7; (see 677, on the St.Sophia collapse); 
Mich. Syr. 310; Glyc. 269 

literatu re Kumaniecki (1930); Downey (1961); McCail (1967); Van den Yen (1962, 1970); Dagron (1974); 
Alien and Datema (1991) 

catalogues Ligorio [1574-7]; Bonito (1691); von Hoff (1840); Mallet (1853); Capelle (1924); Downey (1955); 
Gmmel (1958); Shebalin et al. (1974); Comninakis and Papazachos (1982); 
Papazachos and Papazachos (1989); Guidoboni (1989) 

A number of sources report this disastrous earthquake as having struck 
Constantinople and the surrounding area. 
Agathias writes: "Not long before these events [Theodorus' victory over the Tzani] 
Constantinople was once more almost completely razed to the ground by a terrible 
earthquake. A convulsion of unparalleled magnitude and duration, its horror was 
further accentuated by the time of year and by the fateful and harrowing events that 
followed in its wake. It was in fact that time of year when autumn was drawing to a 
close and the traditional Roman Festival of the Names was being celebrated. The cold 
weather had already set in [ ... ] Then towards midnight when all the citizens were 
sleeping peacefully in their beds disaster suddenly struck, and every structure was 
instantly shaken to its foundations. The tremors, which were violent to start with, 
kept growing in intensity as though rising to a catastrophic climax. Everybody was 
awakened and shrieks and lamentations could be heard, accompanied by the usual 
pious ejaculations that spring spontaneously to the lips in such moments of crisis. 
Each successive tremor was followed by a deep, growling sound like thunder issuing 
from the bowels of the earth, which doubled the general sense of terror and alarm. 
The surrounding air grew dim with the vaporous exhalations of a smoky haze rising 
from an unknown source, and gleamed with a dull radiance. Panic-stricken, the peo-
ple poured out of their houses, filling the streets and alleyways, as though destruction 
could not overtake them just as easily out of doors as indoors. The fact is that every 
quarter of the city is so heavily built up that wide open spaces entirely free of obstruc-
t ions ar e an extremely rare sight. Nevertheless their fear and anxiety of mind see-
med to subside gradually at the mere possibility of somehow turning their eyes 
towards heaven in an attempt to propitiate the Deity. They got a slight wetting from 
a shower of sleet and suffered greatly from the cold, but even so they did not take shel-
ter, with the exception of those who took refuge in the churches, prostrating themsel-
ves before the altars. Large numbers of women, and not just the members of the 
lower classes but even persons of breeding and distinction, roamed about and mingled 
freely with the men; the ordered structure of society with its due observance of deco-
rum and respect for privilege and the proper distinction of rank was thrown into wild 
confusion and trampled underfoot. Slaves, in the grip of the present and more com-
pelling fear, showed contempt for their masters and, disobeying their instructions, 
congregated in the places of worship. Men in authority and men of no consequence 
were placed on an equal footing owing to the common danger and the general prospect 
of imminent annihilation. During that night many houses were destroyed, particu-
larly in the district of Rhegium, which is the port of Constantinople. Many amazing 
and incredible events occurred too in the course of that night. In one locality the roofs 
of buildings, and this was true of stone and wooden stuctures alike, came apart, disclo-
sing through yawning gaps a clear vista of sky and stars, and then suddenly fell back 
again into place. Elsewhere pillars on an upper floor were catapulted by the force of 34 1 
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the convulsion and shot through the air over the tops of the nearby houses, travelling 
a long way before they eventually came crashing down and smashed into pieces wha-
tever they landed on. In other places there were other still more horrifying things 
happening, and, though these followed an oft-repeated pattern which will recur time 
and again as long as this imperfect world of ours remains, yet their impact was on that 
occasion more shocking because they all occurred simultaneously. Large numbers of 
ordinary people perished in the disaster. Of the persons of rank and of those who 
were members of the senate the only one to lose his life was Anatolius". 

TOU't(J)V 6€ ou 1tOAA<.\) E!l1tP008ev nciA.LV ev £;o.l.OLOV 'tL OELO!lOU XPil!lO. 
EVEOK1')'\jJEV, wr; !lLKpoii ano.ao.v O.vo.-ce-cpa<j>80.L KO.L 6Lo.ppuijvo.L 'tllY nOALV. yeyove !lEV 
yap Ko.l. Ko.9 ' o.u-cov !lEyw-cor; i]A.i.Kor; Ko.l. 6nol:or;, ol11m, ounwno-ce np6-cepov, -cl) -ce 
-cpO.XU'tl'J'tL -cou Ko.l. -c<.\5 !lOVL!-l<-\1 -cou aciA.ou . li-cL 6€ o.u-cov <j>pLKoo6ea-cepov 6 
Kmpor; O.nei-6e;e Ko.'L .,; -cwv O.vciyx1l 1')VLKo. yap eKei-vou -cou e-cour; i] -coii 
<j>8Lvon6pou EAl'jytv wpo. hL 't€ -ea vnep 'tWV OV0!1U't(J)V OUf.AJtOOLO. heA.el:-co, -col:r; 
'PW!!O.LOL£ V€VO!lL08o.L, Kpuor; !lEv 1]61') v nijpxev 1. . .1 'tO't£ 6€ 0.!-l<I>L !lE01')V -cijr; VUK'tO£ 
<j>uA.o.Kljv unvq> 11ev oi. O.a-co'L e'i.xov-co Ko.l. riPE!lL<:£, ev emae be £;o.i.<1>v11 r; -eo 
bELVOV, KO.L ano.v-co. evevr; EK O.U'tWV £ooveho· ii 't€ KL Vl'JOL£ KO.'t ' 
aPXar; ei.aj3o.A.oiiao. EJtL E'tL 1')u;cive-co KO.L Enl'ju;cive-co, wanep er; £mooai.v 'tLVO. KO.L 

'tOU ncieour; xwpoiiv-cor;. OU't(J) of] ouv onciv-cwv a<j>unvta8Evt(J)V K(J)KU"'CO£ 
rjKOUE'tO nciv-co9ev KO.L 6"-oA.uyl] KO.L .,; npor; 'tO eetov O.U't0!-1-U't(J)£ £v 'tOU'tOL£ 
ei.w9ul:o. <j>wvr)· £nel. Ko.l. 'tL£ KO.L aypLO£, wanep xeovLO. EK -cijr; yijr; 
O.vo.ne!lno!levll En1')KoA.ou9eL -c<.\5 KAOvq> Ko.'L -car; £KnA.11;eLr;. o -ce nepi.yewr; 
O.l]p O!lLXA11 KO.nvooOEL OUK olbo. oeev avo.xeei.al] KO.'t€!1-EAO.LVE'tO" KO.L ano.r; so<l>epor; 
KO.L OLOV yeyO.VW!lEvO£. 'tOLyap'tOL aA.oyq> 'tLVL -eo· av8poon£LOV KO.L ave;e-caa-cq>. vno 
'tOU OEL!lO.'tO£ EX0!1€VOL yVOO!llJ .Une;l)wo.v 'tWV OLK1')!1U't(J)V. KO.L O.U'tLKO. o.'i. 't€ ayULO.L KO.L 
oi. a-cevwnol. EV€JtL!1JtAO.V'tO 'tOU 0!-lLAOU, wanep OUXL KO.L £v-co.ii9o. £v6v, ti. OU't(J) 
'tUXOL, bw<j>9o.ptVO.L. suvexel:r; yap ono.v-co.xou o.i. OLKObO!lLO.L -cijr; n6A.ewr; KO.L 
;uvl'J!l!lEvO.L QAArlAo.L£ KO.L OnO.VLO.L 'tO.'tO. 'l,boL 'tL<; QV XWPLOV unm9pov KO.L QV0.1t£n'tO.!lEvOV 
Ko.l. no.v-ccino.mv £A.eu9epov -coii £mnpoc;8ouv-coc;. O!l<i>c; -c<.\5 a vw -cac; o'\jJeLr; i.8uv£Lv Ko.l. 
-cov oilpo.vov o!lwayinwc; f:meea aem oi!-cw -ce -eo 8dov i.A.ciaKeo8m, -co.u-cl] yoiiv o.u-col:c; 

f:MnL -eo oeoLor; -cijc; '\j!uxijc; Ko.'L -co.po.n6!ltvov. Ko.i. -coL vL<j>t -c<.\5 -ce 
OALyq> UneppO.LVOV'tO KO.L "\Jno "'COU KpUOU <; aA.A.' o"\Jo' we; "\JnopO<j>LOL eyi.yvov-co, 
nA.l]v d. 111i 6n6aoL ev i.epol:c; EPKWL Ko.-co.<j>euyov-cec; eKo.A.wooiiv-co. yuvmo. be noA.A.ci, !AlJ 
O'tL 'tWV fJilEAl'JilEV(J)V, O.A.A.' Yib11 nou KO.L 'tWV EV'tL!10'tU't(J)V, ;uvllAU'tO -cote; avbpciaL KO.L 
avt!lLYVU'tO" -ca; Lc; -et ano.ao. KO.L o.i.bwc; KO.L i] -cwv yepwv ll£YO.Ao.uxi.o. KO.L 0 'tL 
£v8evbt unepo.v£xov KO.L anoK£KPLilEVOV, ave-ct-capo.K-co ev -c<.\) -co-ce KO.L Entna'tl']'tO. o'l, -et 
yap boUAOL -cove; KEK'tl'J!lEvOU<; ntpLt<j>povouv KO.L 'tWV E:ltL'tO.YfAU't(J)V QVl'jKOUO'tOUV't€<; ec; -ea 
i.epa ;uvl]wo.v, vno 'tOU VLKOO!!£VOL beouc;· o'L 't€ eA.cinov-cec; npoc; -cove; EV 'tEAEL 
ec; LOO'tLilLO.V K0.9LO'tO.V'tO, we; be KOLVOU £nLneo6v-cor; KLVbuvou KO.L onciv-cwv OLO!!EV(J)V 
OUK ec; !!O.Kpav anoA.da9m. ouxvo.l. llEv ouv EK£LVl']<; -cijc; VUK-coc; OLKWL 

KO.L !lUALO'tO. ev -c<.\) 'Pml.q>, E1tLV€lOV 6e 'tOU'tO -cijc; n6A.ewr;· noAA.ci 't£ KO.L 
ama-co. 80.U!l0.'to. ;uv1')VEX9l'J. nl] !lEv yap o.i. 6po<j>o.L, thE AL80L£ EL 'tE ;uA.oLc; 
huyxo.vov EOK£U0.0!1Evo.L, bLEO'tl'JOO.V an' O.A.A.r)A.wv, apVl'JOUfAEVo.L 'tlJV SUVEXELO.V KO.L 
bLO.XO.VOUOO.L, we; 'tOV 't£ O.epo. KO.L -cove; O.a-ci po.c; Ko.8cinep EV uno.i.8pq> xwpi.q> 0LOpda8m, 
KO.L o.u9Lc; a9p6ov ec; 'tlJV npo-c£po.v ;uvl)eoo.v o wovi.o.v· m] 6e KLOV£<; ev ilnEp(\)q> nvl. 
bw!lo.-ci.q> avl']Kov-ci.sov-co -cl) -cou Ko.'L -couc; £xo!1evoiic; oi:Kouc; 

£nl. -cove; noppw-cipw, Ko.8cinEp bLo.a<j>ev6ov1')9Ev-cEc;, EK -cou llt'tEoopou 
KO.'tt<j>epov-co KO.L ano.v-co. bLEppr)yvuov· nl) be CLAM a na <j>pLKWbEO'tEpO. 
Y£10!l£VO. llEv noA.A.ciKLc; npo-cEpov KO.L O.h EOO!lEVO., ea't' <iv yij 'tE KO.L <j>UOEW£ 
0 !-lO.P'tllllO.'tO., 't01:€ be K0.1:a 1:0 ano.v-co. U!lO. ;uvevm !lEVO.. auxvol. oe av9pwnoL 
1:E8vr)KO.OL -cwv noA.A.wv 1:£ KO.L rjyvolwivwv· 1:wv yE !lllV 6uvo.1:wv Ko.l. £v -cl] auy KA.r)-cq> 
f3ouA.l) avo.y Ey PO.!lf.tEv(J)V 'AV0.1:0ALOV f.tOVOV 6Lo.<j>9o.pijvo.L 



The earthquake is also recorded by Malalas: "In the month of December of the sixth 
indiction another most tremendous earthquake occurred at midnight. The two walls 
of Constantinople suffered, both the old one which had been put up by Constantine 
and the one built by Theodosius, and parts of churches collapsed; especially those on 
the far side of the Hebdomon. The column which was in the Secundianai was brought 
down, together with its statue. At Rhegium [a small town some distance west of the 
capital) a very large number of those who had been trapped in the rubble were rescued 
alive. Many parts of outlying cities also collapsed. This tremendous disaster lasted 
for ten days. For a time people were conscience-stricken and continued to offer 
prayers and supplications in the church. The emperor Justinian did not wear a crown 
for 30 days". 

&EKEf.tj3pi.(!> c:;' yeyOVEV Ev f.lEOOVUK"tL(\) m:ivu, 
WO"tE naedv -eO. &uo "tELXll -c6 "tE naAaLOV "tO YEVOf.lEVOV \mo 
Kwvo-cav-civou KOL "tO K-cweh uno 8EO&ooi.ou, EKKAl'jOLWV &£ f.lEPll Ka-cenwov, 

()£ -eO. EnEKELva -cou 'EI3Mf.lou· KaL 6 Ki.wv &£ wv £v ovv -cij 
on)AlJ KO"t1']VEX81l · -cou &£ 'Pl'jy l.ou ncivu noA.A.a Ka-cenwov. 1tOAAOL ane8avov Ev 
O'Uiffi"tulf.lOOV ()£ KaL f.lE8' EK "tWV KCt"tCtA1']$8EV"t(I)V vno -cwv O'Uf.lJt"t(l)f.lcl"t(I)V 
&Lwwewav. EV au-c<.i> ()£ -c<.i> KCtL Ev £l;w n6AWL -c6nOL nEn"tulKCtOW. 
,; &£ CtU"tlJ anELAYJ EnEKPcX"tl'jOEV EnL &eKCt" 6/...i.yov KCt"tEVUYllOCtV 
oi avepwnoL KCtL &Er)OWL ev -cij 6 &£ 

OUK e$6pwE O"tEf.l!lCt -cpLciKOV"t(l. 

Theophanes describes the earthquake as follows: "In this year [of the world 6050, i.e. 
557), on 14 December, another utterly terrifying earthquake took place, with resulting 
damage to both walls of Constantinople: those erected by Constantine and the others 
by Theodosius. Churches and other buildings beyond the Hebdomon were equally 
destroyed, as was St.Samuel and the church of the Theotocos at Petala and that of 
St.Vicentius, and many church altars and their canopies from the Golden Gate to the 
Gate of Rhegium. There was no place or suburb that was not reduced to ruins as a 
result of this terrible earthquake, and Rhegium was razed to the ground, with the 
result that it was unrecognisable, and the churches ofSt.Stratonicus and St.Callinicus 
at Rhegium collapsed, as did the porphyry column which stood in front of the palace of 
the Jucundianae. It fell with the stele on the top and penetrated 8 feet into the 
ground, and the column of the emperor Arcadius also fell down- the one that stood on 
the shield of the Taurus, and the one on the left. Many people were injured by col-
lapsing buildings, and others who had been struck by falling buildings were rescued 
two or three days later. And it was reported that the same thing had happened in 
other cities. No such great and terrible earthquake had ever occurred on earth within 
living memory". 

•<.i> 0EKE!!f3Pi<!> L&' yeyOVEV ncivu, WO"tE naedv -eO. &uo "tELXll 
-c6 "tE Kwvo-cav"tLVLCtKOV KCtL "tO uno 0€0000LO'U K"tL08ev. 

Ket-cenwov &£ ev el;etLph(!> EKKAl'jOLCtl KCtL -eO. EnEKELVCt "tOU 'Ef3Mf.lO'U KCtL 6 
LCtf.lO'UlJA YJ ayl.a -cwv TIE-caf...a -cou ayi.ou BLKev-ci.ou nof.../...0. 
euoLCtO-cr)pLCt EKKAl'jOLWV KLf3wpw, ano "tOU 'P,ol.ou· KCtL 
OUK ii npociO"tELOV, 0 OUK tnWEV ano "tOU OELOf.lOU. "tO 
o£ 'Pr)ywv En€0EV EO"tE l.ltl au-c6. EnEOE &£ , 
EKKAl'jOLCt "tOU ayi.ou L"tpCt"tOVlKO'U KaAAWlKO'U ai. OUOCtL Ev -c<.i> 'Pl'jyL(!>. 

6 Ki.wv &£ 6 6 Ef.lnpoo8Ev -cou na/...a,;l.ou 'IouKouvOLavwv f.lE"ta 
au-c<.i> tnEOE enciy , -ci}v yijv OK"tul. EnEOE o£ , 

O"trlAll 'ApKCtOLO'U "tOU i} -ci}v atpl.&a -cou Taupou, ,; "tO apw-cEpov 
£o-cwoa. tnaeov £v hepoL ()£ !AE8' eK -cwv 
KCt"tCtA1']$8ev-cwv uno -cwv &L€0W81'jOCtV !AE"tcl ouo KaL 
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rjKOUOEll'] OE on Kat EV E'tEpaL<; 'tO a'U'tO y eyovev· yap Kal. 
ou avflpw:n:o<; €:n:l. 'ti]<; yi']<; €v 'tij yev ec'j. EKELVl:J. 

The Life of St.Symeon the Stylite the Younger tells how, nine days after Syria was 
struck by a seismic sea-wave, St.Symeon appeared in Constantinople, where he had a 
vision of an impending earthquake: "Six days later, during the night, there was a great 
earthquake at Constantinople. In some districts a large number of houses partly col-
lapsed, and many people were killed. Nicomedia was also destroyed, as well as the 
place called Rhegium, part of Nicea and the other cities of Illyria. There was great 
dismay at Antioch when the news was heard, and people prayed day and night". 
Kal. lJ!!Epa<; ts eyevE'tO Ev VUK'tL ev Kal. Ka'ta 
peyewva<; Ka'tW'tpci<j>l']Oav €v 1-!EPEL :n:oA.A.ol. Kal. a:n:WAE'tO :JtOAU<; A.ao<; €v aun] 
Ka'tEO'tpciQ>l'] OE Kal. Kal. 'tO AEyO!!EVOV 'PrjyLOV, Nl.KaLa OE a:n:o 1-!EPO'U<; Kal. ai. 

ai. :n:A.l']ol.ov 1:ov 'Eyvwo811 oe •av•a €v 'Avnoxel.a 1:1) 
Kal. £y€ve1:o :n:€v8o<; €v ai m), Kal. vuno<; Kal. 

The reference to Nicomedia and Nicea might suggest that the Constantinople earth-
quake was the one which occurred in 554 (see entry ( 219 )), but that leaves the ref-
erences to Illyricum unexplained. Moreover, as Van den Ven (1970, p.107) has pointed 
out, reference to the small town of Rhegium is found in both Agathias and Malalas, 
and would suggest dating the earthquake to 557. 
Cedrenus records a destructive earthquake at Constantinople in the thirty-first year 
of the reign of Justinian I [557]: "In the thirty-first year [of the reign of Justinian] 
there were various other earthquakes, which affected the two walls of Constantinople 
to east and west, and many churches and houses collapsed. So did many outlying 
districts and Rhegium, with the result that they were rendered unrecognisable. 
Other cities were also affected by this earthquake, which was the strongest within 
living memory, and the earth was shaken continuously by day and night for ten days. 
The emperor, too, was plunged into grief by the disaster, and appeared on Christmas 
Day and Epiphany without his crown". 
Kal. •4> A.a ' €y€vono :n:ciA.w OELO!!OL WO'tE :n:a8d v 'tU ouo 'tELXl'J 

'tO Kal. 'tO O'U'tLKOV, Kal. :n:oA.A.al. EKKAl']OLaL Kal. 
€w<; €oci<j>O'U£ Ka'te:n:wov. aA.A.a !!lJV Kal. 'tU :n:pociO'tELa Kal. 'tO ' PrjyLOv. WO'tE 

Kal. €v aAA.m<; OE €y€vE'tO 6 OU'tO<;, ol.ov OUK 
av8pw:n:o<; €v 'taL<; YEVWL<; Kal. EOELE'tO ,; yi] !!E'ta €v 

vunl. Kal. €:n:l. o€Ka. Kal. 6 1:a yev€8A.w Kal. 
XWPL<; :n:poi]A.8e. 

One of the delayed effects of this earthquake was the sudden collapse of the dome of 
St.Sophia in May 558. The occurrence is reported by Malalas, the Anonymous 
Ecclesiastical History, The Great Chronographer, Pseudo-Dionysius ofTellmahre (who 
dates it to 555/556), Theophanes and Cedrenus. 
A monody was composed on the occasion of this earthquake. The text was published 
by Kumaniecki (1930), and the author may have been Procopius. Allen and Datema 
(1991) have suggested that there are allusions to this earthquake in Homily 1 and 
Homily 7 by Leontius of Constantinople. 
Capelle (1924, col.347) dates the earthquake to 559. Downey (1955, p.598) uses the 
Synaxarium Ecclesiae Constantinopolitanae 308.29-32 to confirm the date of the 
earthquake as 14 December. He also thinks (1961, p.558) that the walls of Antioch 
collapsed as a result of this earthquake rather than in 551 (see entry ( 218 )); but he 
does not seem to have given sufficient consideration to the problems of handling a 
hagiographical source. 



McCail (1967, p.243) dates the earthquake to 551 on the basis of Agathias. In his opin-
ion, the expression Ka-c' EKE'tvou -cou Kmpou ("at that time") used with reference to the 
preceding earthquake at Berytus (see entry ( 218 )), shows that the two earthquakes 
were contemporaneous. McCail also places the earthquake in the Gulf of Malia, men-
tioned by Procopius (see entry (217 )), within the same chronological context. 
John ofEphesus is almost certainly referring to the same earthquake, though he dates 
it to 14 January 568: "In the year 879 [of the Greeks; i.e. 568 A.D.], there was a violent 
earthquake at midnight on Thursday 14 Canun II [January]. It was more violent 
than any previous earthquake, with the result that the two walls of the imperial city 
-the inner wall of Constantine and the outer wall of Theodosius - were cracked and 
broken, so that many great houses collapsed and became hills on top of their inhabit-
ants. Every building which survived was standing rent and crumbling, so that there 
was no building which did not bear signs of the collapse of the tremor. Many churches 
were also affected. A number collapsed to the ground and the others stood dangerous-
ly shattered. Not only did it happen in the city itself but also in its surroundings, 
including many of the strong buildings erected with the splendid resources of the 
nobles of the Empire, especially in the Hebdomon area starting from the city gate, and 
in the whole coastal area to the city of Rhegium. The raging earthquake completely 
destroyed Rhegium, including the city wall and all the other buildings, with the result 
that you could not know that there had been a city there; and all the other churches 
and the surroundings of the city were destroyed for a great distance, as far as the 
region of Thrace. Even the great porphyry column with the statue of the emperor, 
which stood in front of the Palace of the Hebdomon, collapsed in the earthquake, for 
the tremor was so powerful that it lifted the column, turned it upside down, and thrust 
it eight feet into the ground. Countless cities, villages and houses collapsed and were 
destroyed in this way. Countless houses were buried, and many people perished in 
the collapse. Many days later, many people were discovered to be alive and rescued. 
Such a violent and terrible tremor had never happened before. The earth trembled 
and was shaken about, like a tree in the wind, and it was moved around unceasingly 
for ten days and nights". 
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