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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 Tzanil]
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-
tions are 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
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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”.
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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”.
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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 of St.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”.
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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”.
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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 [657]: “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”.
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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 of Tellmahre (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, c0l.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.



MecCail (1967, p.243) dates the earthquake to 551 on the basis of Agathias. In his opin-
ion, the expression kat’ ekeivov tov kapov (“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 of Ephesus 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 ap], 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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