
The Justinian’s Corpus Iuris Civilis  

Justinian was determined to restore the former glory of the Empire by reconquering Africa 
from the Vandals and Italy from the Ostrogoths, and in particular by recovering the city of 
Rome, but his work in restoring Rome’s legal glories was largely independent of these 
military ventures. Indeed, the lawyers he employed to compile the Corpus Iuris Civilis, as it 
came to be called, all came from the eastern half of the Empire and will have been Greek 
speakers; nevertheless Justinian clearly saw himself as in the tradition of his imperial 
predecessors, back to Hadrian and Augustus.  

The contents of the Corpus Iuris Civilis are fourfold: the Institutions (or Institutes), expressly 
issued as an elementary textbook for first-year students of law; the Digest, a compilation of 
edited juristic writings, dating from the very late Republic to the mid-third century; the 
Code (or Codex), a collection of imperial enactments, that is, general edicts, judicial 
decisions, and authoritative opinions, from the time of Hadrian (AD 117-38) on, although 
only a handful come from before Septimius Severus (AD 193-2 1 1); and the Novels, which 
were Justinian’s own enactments subsequent to the publication, in AD 533-4, of the other 
three parts — of the Novels there was never an official, definitive collection. The 
continuing usefulness of the Corpus as a source of law lies not only in its rich store of ideas, 
but also in its bringing together different views and arguments, showing law as something 
dynamic, not as mere rules. The jurists frequently cited their predecessors, and the Code is 
arranged chronologically within each title (which deals with a particular topic), so that 
developing concepts can be traced as the facts in a particular case were for distinguished 
from previous, apparently similar, circumstances. However, on the instructions of Justinian, 
the compilers edited both the juristic extracts in the Digest, and the imperial enactments in 
the Code; thus the law preserved in the Corpus is neither the authentic law of the classical 
period of Roman law, that is, of the Principate, nor a simple statement of the law of 
Justinian’s own day, but a layered amalgam which ignored many of the immediately 
postclassical changes. (The alterations made are known generically as ‘interpolations’.) The 
Institutions (or Institutes), the Digest, and the Code were officially brought into force in 
Italy by the Pragmatic Sanction of AD 554, when Italy rejoined the territories under 
Justinian’s effective control. 
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