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Constantine the Great and Christianity

The Roman emperor Constantine the Great’s imperial support for Christianity was one of the key factors which secured his place in history, and which inspired York Museums Trust’s new exhibition, Constantine the Great – York’s Roman Emperor.

The exhibition, which runs from 31 March to 29 October, 2006, will showcase treasures from across Europe dating from Constantine’s prosperous rule in the fourth century AD and celebrating the anniversary year of his proclamation as emperor in York on 25 July, 306.

Dr Christopher Kelly, a leading expert on the Roman Empire based at Cambridge University, said there were three main reasons why the emperor Constantine had earned the title, “Great”.

After nearly eighty years, and three generations of political fragmentation, Constantine united the whole of the Roman Empire under one ruler. He was responsible for restoring stability and security to the Roman world. Constantine also abandoned Rome as the most important city in the Empire. He built a new capital at Constantinople (now modern Istanbul). In the next two centuries, Rome and Italy became vulnerable to barbarian invasions. The much more easily defensible Constantinople (renamed Byzantium) lasted for another thousand years. But it was Constantine's strong support for Christianity which arguably had the greatest impact on European history. 

Constantine is traditionally said to have been converted to Christianity in AD 312. On the eve of his victory at the Battle of the Milvian Bridge on the outskirts of Rome he saw in a dream the Chi-Rho, the Christian symbol that combines the Greek letters “X” and “P” (the first two letters of the name of Christ). He was told to paint this sign on the shields of his soldiers. Of course, whether this dramatic dream took place is not certain, but what is clear is that the Battle of the Milvian Bridge was Constantine's first outright, public affirmation of his Christianity.

So was Constantine a believer, or did he adopt the Christian faith as a shrewd political move to further his power? Perhaps it was somewhere in between. But we cannot know for sure. After all, as Dr Kelly points out, “we don’t have Constantine’s private diaries”. And to a great extent to ask such a question is to misunderstand the nature of the connection between religion and the state that existed in the ancient world. In the Roman Empire there had always been a much tighter bond between politics, the state and religion.

Certainly, Constantine is recorded as having openly confessed his belief in Christianity: "my whole soul and whatever breath I draw, and whatever goes on in the depths of the mind, I am firmly convinced, is owed by us wholly to the greatest God.' The emperor legislated to promote Sunday as day of rest; he banned gladiatorial games; he promoted Christians to high office; he was the first Roman emperor to be buried rather than cremated. Against the genuineness of Constantine's beliefs, it is often pointed out that he was only baptised on his deathbed. But Dr Kelly argues that Constantine's deathbed baptism is not really evidence of his failure to embrace Christianity fully. Many upper-class Christians in the fourth century AD delayed baptism. They believed that baptism washed away all sin. They wished to be baptised as late as possible so as not to sin again before death. Constantine was certainly convinced. Dressed in simple white garments he told the court; "I know that I am in the true sense blessed, that now I have been shown worthy of immortal life, and now that I have received divine light."

In the end, however we choose to assess Constantine's own beliefs, what's really important, according to Dr Kelly, was the emperor's strong support for a minority religion. At the time of the Battle of the Milvian Bridge, at the beginning of the fourth century AD, only around ten per cent of the Roman Empire's population was Christian. The majority of the wealthy, ruling elite worshipped the old gods of Rome, and recognised the divinity of the emperors. The emperor Diocletian, one of Constantine's immediate imperial predecessors, had associated himself closely with Jupiter, the king of the Gods. Peasants too clung tenaciously to traditional beliefs; our word "pagan" comes from the Latin word "paganus" which simply means "rural". 

For these Christians, whose religion had been persecuted under Diocletian, Constantine's conversion had a dramatic effect. Christianity was suddenly very public. The building of large churches was state-funded, and Constantine provided the money, either directly or through substantial tax breaks for the Church and clergy. Dr Kelly said: “Christians in cities would have noticed the extraordinary effect of Constantine’s support for Christianity. Almost all major cities in the Roman Empire had churches built within fifteen years of Constantine’s conversion. The Christian Church was suddenly transformed from a persecuted minority into a privileged institution."

Constantine's Christianity was conservative. He self-consciously preserved key elements of traditional religious beliefs and iconography. For example, Constantine’s vision of Christ was very close to images of Apollo, the Sun God. In Constantinople, Constantine set up the symbols of his new Christian religion, but he also beautified his new capital with classical sculpture imported from all round the Roman Empire. Those who doubt his conviction might argue that he simply wouldn't have done this if he was a true believer, but this does not acknowledge the difficult compromises inevitably involved in introducing such a dramatic change. The Roman Empire did not become Christian overnight; that was a much longer process. It is not to be expected that in his lifetime Constantine would carry everyone with him.
Constantine was responsible for changing the course of history. He re-unified the Roman Empire, founded a new capital city and backed a new religion. As Dr Kelly said: "There is no doubt that without Constantine's active support and commitment, Christianity would not have become the majority religion of the Roman Empire. Without Constantine, the history of Europe would have been strikingly different.”
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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
NOTES

1. Constantine The Great – York’s Roman Emperor has been supported by the British Museum UK Partnership, York@Large, Heritage Lottery Fund, the Shepherd Building Group, The Foyle Foundation, the Henry Moore Foundation, Dorset Foundation and 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
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