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Constantine in York 
Constantine the Great  - York’s Roman Emperor

Major International Exhibition, 31 March – 29 October, 2006
Constantine the Great – York’s Roman Emperor, a major international exhibition for 2006, will mark the 1700th anniversary of Constantine being proclaimed emperor in York on 25 July 306.
There is little evidence left of Constantine’s time in York, but there are sites of interest for visitors to see once they have explored the exhibition at the Yorkshire Museum.

York Minster and surroundings

Constantine was in York in 306 with his father, the Emperor Constantius, who was in England to lead his second campaign in Britain – York’s legionary fortress was the headquarters of the northern military command. 
The legionary fortress stood on the site where York Minster stands today and visitors today can see a massive Roman column, which was found by archaeologists underneath the Minster Tower. The column had been one of sixteen columns supporting the architrave of the basilican hall of the fortress headquarters.

Constantine was proclaimed emperor following his father’s death, but there is no evidence as to where this took place. Many have assumed it happened on the site of the fortress, although it is more likely to have been at the Imperial Residence, elsewhere in the city.

Close to the Roman column outside the Minster site is a modern statue of Constantine which was unveiled in 1998. It represents Constantine following the Battle of Milvian Bridge, in 312, when he defeated Maxentius and was converted to Christianity after seeing a vision on the eve of battle.

York Minster plans to hold a service on 25 July, 2006, to commemorate the anniversary of his proclamation as emperor.

St Helen’s Church and St Helen’s Square

Constantine’s mother, Helen, or Helena, was the first wife of his father, Constantius.

She came from a much more humble background than her husband and was born in the east of Drepanum, present-day Turkey, in c 250. 
<more follows>

She is believed to have been a Christian.  When she was aged over 70, and Constantine sent her to Palestine, a year or  two before her death, in about 326.. During her trip she supervised the building of the Church of the Nativity at Bethlehem and the Church of the Ascension on the Mount of Olives.  Legend has it that she discovered the True Cross.

She was later canonized by the Church.  St Helen’s Church in St Helen’s Square, York, is named after her.  It shows her image in its west window. She was especially revered in York in the 8th century.
However, there was no church on the site in Roman times.  The Porta Praetoria, the main south-west entrance to the Roman fortress, was sited in what is now St Helen’s Square. From the gate there would have been a view out to the River Ouse, busy as ships unloaded goods, and in the opposite direction, the Via Praetoria, now Stonegate, led to the legionary headquarters where the Minster now stands.
<ENDS>
NOTES

1. Constantine The Great – York’s Roman Emperor has been supported by the British Museum UK Partnership, York@Large, Heritage Lottery Fund, Shepherd Building Group, The Foyle Foundation, The Henry Moore Foundation, Dorset Foundation, The Joseph Rowntree Foundation and Constantine.
2. The exhibition will be supported a highly illustrated catalogue , Constantine The Great – York’s Roman Emperor, published by Lund Humphries, in association with York Museums Trust.

3. Constantine and the Late Roman World, a three-day international conference, organised jointly by York Museums Trust and the Departments of History and History of Art at the University of York, will take place between 17 and 20 July, 2006, at the Yorkshire Museum.

4. The Yorkshire Museum, York, houses some of the richest archaeological collections in Europe.  Its Roman collection is mainly from the 1st to the 3rd centuries and highlights include tombstones, grave goods, cult objects, mosaics, jet jewellery and stone sculpture.

5. The museum is set in ten acres of botanical gardens, The Museum Gardens, which also house the Multangular Tower, originally a Roman tower at the west corner of the legionary fortress. The facing stones in the lower half of the tower are Roman and the larger stones in the upper half are from the medieval period.

6. The Yorkshire Museum opens from 10am to 5pm daily. Admission is £4 for adults, £3 for concessions and £2.50 for children, and is free to under-fives and to York residents with a York card (admission prices are subject to change from January 2006). For more visitor information, telephone 01904 687687 or visit www.constantinethegreat.org.uk
For more information, images and interviews, contact Janet Hewison, Media Co-ordinator, York Museums Trust, on 01904 687670 or email janet.hewison@ymt.org.uk
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