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      THE PROBLEM of finding out about Constantine is an acute one, but quite easy and straightforward to formulate. All the ancient historians
         and other writers are either 100 per cent for him, because he was the first Christian emperor, or 100 per cent against him,
         for the same reason. And for the same reason, again, much more has been said about the religious developments during his reign
         than about the secular happenings.
      

      And so, rightly concluded Evelyn Waugh, ‘The Age of Constantine is strangely obscure. Most of the dates and hard facts, confidently
         given in the encyclopaedias, soften and dissolve on examination.’1 Hundreds of attempts have been made to reconstruct them; here, in this book, is another endeavour to walk over the same treacherous
         quicksands. And treacherous they indeed are. For Constantine ‘is one of the few inescapable figures in Roman history and one
         of the most intractable’.2 He ‘appears in history as one continuous contradiction’.3 There is ‘irremediable uncertainty about almost every point in Constantine’s life’.4 Or rather, I hope, not totally irremediable. For it is with that optimistic conviction that I have attempted the present
         study.
      

      I am grateful to Andras Bereznay, Maria Ellis, Malcolm Gerratt, Charmian Hearne, Hilary Laurie, Arabella Pike, Julia Smallbone,
         Charles Young and Peter James for much assistance with the book. I also want to thank my wife for all the help which, as always, she has given me.
      

      Michael Grant, 1993
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      IMPARTIALITY, in the later Roman empire, was not generally required of a ‘historian’. What people wanted, and needed, was a stereotyped
         form of history, without too much attention to the truth – which was, in any case, extremely hard to recover. So uncertainty,
         fiction and falsehood abounded, both on the side of the government and among those who were opposed to it.1

      
      The Christian writers, it must be repeated, have little but good to say about Constantine, but they are nevertheless informative
         about various aspects of his life (of which we should otherwise know little): for this was the great age of the Christian
         apologists.
      

      
      First and foremost among them was Eusebius. He came from Caesarea Maritima in Syria Palaestina (Israel), and was born in about
         AD 260. One of his teachers was the Christian apologist Pamphilus of Berytus (Beirut), who had studied at Alexandria, became
         presbyter (priest) at Caesarea (Kayseri) in Cappadocia and, after prolonged imprisonment during the persecution launched by
         Diocletian and Galerius, was martyred in 309/10. Eusebius himself, however, escaped the persecution relatively unscathed,
         and in about 314, after Christianity had been authorized by Constantine, he was rewarded for his strong support of the emperor
         by appointment to the bishopric of Caesarea. His sympathies lay, somewhat surreptitiously and vacillatingly, with the leading Alexandrian presbyter Arius, whose doctrines, described as Arianism, argued that the Son was separate in essence
         from the Father. But, when Arius was declared a heretic by the Council of Nicaea (325), Eusebius accepted this decision. However,
         he also attended the Synod of Tyre (335), which condemned Arius’ opponent Athanasius, the bishop of Alexandria. He died in
         c. 339/40.
      

      
      He wrote in Greek and was the author of many works. His History of the Church, divided into ten books, virtually created ecclesiastical history as a subject. It gives a consecutive story of Christianity
         from its beginnings until the early fourth century AD. The climax of Christian martyrdoms is reached in Book VIII, which describes the persecution of Diocletian and Galerius. The
         last book celebrates the Peace of the Church, supposedly established by Constantine. The emperor’s eldest son Crispus was
         still in favour. He was executed in 326, so the publication of the work must have been completed before that date, probably
         during the year or two immediately preceding it.
      

      
      If we are to understand Constantine at all, we have to read Eusebius – with a grain of salt. We read much praise of the emperor;
         and in his Life, which was Eusebius’ last work, the praise swells into full-scale, highly coloured, romantic encomium, marred further by interpolations
         and additions. These eulogies are echoed in another work, the Praise of Constantine. The ruler appears as a man of superhuman qualities, directed by God. And Eusebius, much too hopefully, believed that Constantine
         had created unity-not only unity between church and state, but unity within the church as well. In his History of the Church he appends imperial letters which showed how disgusted and horrified Constantine was by the divisions he had proved unable
         to prevent.
      

      
      Unfortunately, however, Eusebius was not only a mediocre stylist but a depressingly unobjective historian.2 Despite his occasional touches of scholarly caution, and his refusals from time to time to believe improbabilities and lies
         (notably in the matter of Constantine’s ‘Vision’), he falsified the emperor into a mere sanctimonious devotee, which he was not, and showed himself guilty of numerous contradictions and dishonest suppressions, and indeed erroneous
         statements of fact, or untruths. For, even if not deliberately fraudulent, Eusebius was indifferent to precision, for example
         in relation to chronology, and his quotations from sources are often inaccurate and garbled.
      

      
      Eusebius was learned enough, but incapable of assimilating what he had learnt. But no matter, for the works that he wrote
         were, in fact, intended as colourful romances, and that is what they were. However, he not only lacked insight but the results
         of his efforts were dull. Nevertheless, he himself was not altogether unaware of his own deficiencies; and, besides, these
         faults and prejudices are by no means useless to modern students of the period, for his attitudes are likely to have been
         much the same as the attitudes of many of his Christian contemporaries, and consequently reveal what went on in their minds:
         what Eusebius thought about the emperor was not very different from what the bishops of his day were also thinking, so these
         thoughts are valuable to the historian.
      

      
      Moreover, his creation of ecclesiastical history (under various influences, but written mainly for the east) was a massive
         achievement. The first edition of his Church History, containing Books I—VII, was published in c.295 (c 303 c 312), the second (revised and extended, with VIII and Ix) in c.313–14, the third (containing ten books) in c.315/17, and the fourth in c.325. The last edition shows a sharp transformation of Licinius from hero to villain (though Eusebius left his earlier encomia
         unaltered).
      

      
      The Life of Constantine (containing edicts which have now been proved genuine by papyrus discoveries)3 was published after Constantine’s death, and remained unfinished when Eusebius died (hence doublets, fictitious reduplications
         and irrelevancies). Though extremely valuable, it is well on the way from biography to hagiography. Praise of Constantine and On Christ’s Sepulchre, though joined in the ‘Tricennial Oration’, are, in fact, two separate speeches.
      

      
      Like Constantine himself, Eusebius attacks divisive Christian schematics. He has been interpreted as the emperor’s chief theological
         adviser before and after the Council of Nicaea (328), but against this it has been argued that he really did not know Constantine
         very well, and met him on only about four occasions.
      

      
      Lactantius (c.240–320) came from north Africa, and was a pupil of Arnobius, a Christian apologist. Under Diocletian he was summoned to
         the imperial capital Nicomedia (Izmit) to teach rhetoric there. It is uncertain when he was converted to Christianity, but
         he was a Christian by 303, and lost his academic position when persecution of the Christians began in that year. He remained
         in Nicomedia till 305, and then moved to the west; in c.317 he became tutor to Crispus, the eldest son of Constantine.
      

      
      Lactantius wrote numerous works on various subjects, but only Christian writings survive. His Divine Institutions (Divinae Institutions, c.303–13), in seven books, are dedicated to Constantine, whom he saw as the embodiment of traditional virtues and may have accompanied
         in Gaul in 318–19 (perhaps they had met when Lactantius was summoned to Nicomedia). The Divine Institutions were intended to be a refutation of all opponents of Christianity, past, present and future – and, in the process, the work
         emphasizes the indissoluble union of philosophy and religion. On the Anger of God (De Ira Dei, 314?) demonstrates, against certain philosophers, that anger was a necessary element in God’s character – a belief which
         was also held by Constantine, who, as we shall see, went continually in fear of this wrath.
      

      
      On the Deaths of the Persecutors (De Mortibus Persecutorum) is probably an authentic work by Lactantius, in spite of arguments to the contrary. It has been attributed by some to c. 310, or may have been written in 313 and finished late in 314, or was entirely written before and during the winter of 314/15,
         or a little later, perhaps at Nicomedia. It is a pamphlet designed to show how all persecutors of the Christians, and particularly
         those of Lactantius’ own times, came to a bad end, and how good prevails over evil, God over the Devil. The work displays a savagely vengeful tone (much more so than his other writings), and, although accurate in many of
         its facts, must be suspected of having tailored and distorted others.
      

      
      Lactantius’ violent hostility to paganism overflowed into secular affairs, so that in retrospect he attacked Diocletian’s
         tax system, for example, as ruinous. His work is favourable to Licinius, and may originally have been intended as propaganda on his behalf. It does not show much philosophical knowledge or ability, and
         has little of importance to say on Christian doctrine or institutions.
      

      
      Orosius, a Spanish presbyter, fled before German invaders, the Vandals, to Africa in 414 and became a pupil of St Augustine,
         at whose request he wrote a seven-book Christian chronicle, the Histories against the Pagans (Historiae Adversus Paganos), from the creation of the world to the story of Rome, which he pursues until the year 417. He wrote to contradict the pagan
         view that conversion to Christianity was the cause of the empire’s disasters.
      

      
      Socrates Scholasticus (c.380–c.450), a lawyer of Constantinople, continued Eusebius’ History of the Church from 305 to 439, trying to give an objective account based on documents and first-hand testimony. He made some bad mistakes
         and did not always understand theological issues. But he is generally sensible and straightforward, plain in style, interesting
         for his lay outlook (for instance, his dislike of episcopal squabbles), and useful because of his quotation of sources verbatim.
         In principle, he saw the necessity of relating ecclesiastical to secular affairs: though he did not always succeed in doing
         so effectively.
      

      
      Sozomen (died c.AD450). another Constantinopolitan lawyer (from near Gaza), wrote a history of the church from 324 to 439 (the conclusion seems
         to be lost). It depends heavily on Socrates, whom he never mentions, and resembles him in style and content, except that he
         is less critical but a better stylist and is able to offer a certain amount of additional information, particularly on monasticism.
      

      
      Theodoretus (c.393–466) became a monk and bishop of Cyrrhus (Kurus) in northern Syria. His Church History from Constantine to 428, dealing with the lives of ascetics, contains some valuable material. The Excerpta Valesiana are two historiographical texts, which owe their name to H. Valesius, who edited them in 1636. Their authors were once again
         Christians. The first Excerptum, dating from the fifth century, offers a sketch of the life of Constantine, which goes back to c.350. (The second, of sixth-century date, deals with the period 474–526.)4

      
      There are also certain other Christian historians who ought not to be left out of account. Philostorgius (c. 368–430/40), a Cappa-docian, compiled a continuation of Eusebius’ Church History to 425. It is not extant, but was epitomized by Photius in the ninth century. Johannes Laurentius Lydus (died c.490) described governmental posts. Evagrius (c.5 36–600) wrote a Church History covering the period from 431 to 594. George Cedrenus wrote a History up to 1057. Johannes Zonaras’ twelfth-century Universal History went as far as 1118. In addition, Lives of Constantine abounded, many of them full of unreliable legends.5

      
      There are also twelve Panegyrics, in Latin, which give a clear picture of the western view of the Tetrarchic system of Diocletian and what followed. IV(x)
         is Nazarius’ speech to Constantine (in his absence) on an imperial anniversary. V and VI, again to Constantine, are by anonymous
         Gallic orators, speaking at Augusta Trevirorum (Trier), VII, delivered at the same place, is addressed to Maximian and Constantine,
         on the occasion of Constantine’s wedding to Maximian’s daughter Fausta. XII(IX) is an anonymous orator’s eulogy of Constantine, again at Augusta Trevirorum, after his defeat of Maxentius at the Milvian
         Bridge. The Panegyrics, composed in the rhetorical schools of Gaul, were ceremonial, theatrical, cloyingly fulsome set-pieces, flattering Constantine
         to the point of adulation. Nevertheless, they furnish important facts about him and his life.
      

      
      Nor were these the only literary source, apart from historiography, from which one can derive information about Constantine.
         For example, on the Christian side, Publilius Optatianus Porphyrius, too, dispatched from exile (before 325) his own verse encomium to Constantine, and after his recall became prefect of Rome.
         His poems are full of ingenuities, such as acrostics, and were pressed into the shapes of water-organs, altars and so on;
         it is unfortunate that Constantine expressed his approval of such feeble trifles.6

      
      Optatus of Milev, in the time of Valentinian I (364–75), wrote against the Donatist ‘heretics’, and their own case is presented
         in the Sermo de Passione Donati and the Donatist Acts of Martyrs, Hilary of Limonium (Poitiers; died 367) and Gregory of Nyssa (between Ancyra [Ankara] and Caesarea [Kayseri]; died 395) were
         bishops who wrote against another ‘heresy’, that of the Arians; and another bishop was Synesius, who infused his Christianity
         with Neoplatonism. Bishop Athanasius (c.295–373) wrote voluminously, as did his opponent Arius, founder of the movement mentioned above.
      

      
      There is a good deal of relevant legislation in the Codex Theodosianus of Theodosius II (438) and the Codex Justinianus of Justinian I, supervised by Tribonian (534).
      

      
      And for those who want a deliberate statement of Constantine’s point of view there is his coinage. His coins, and medallions,
         offer a wide diversity of types and inscriptions showing (though with due caution, because he did not want to cause too much
         offence) what he wanted his people to think he had done and what his policies were, and putting forward the ostensible keynotes
         of his actions.
      

      
      His successful civil wars are mentioned only in the most general terms (since the killing of Romans by Romans was not a popular
         theme), by reference to ‘blessed calm’, ‘perpetual peace’ and so on.7 But emphasis is laid upon his victories against the northern ‘barbarians’, which were not as notable or final as the coins
         and medallions liked to indicate.
      

      
      Constantine’s dynastic hopes for his sons also receive full numismatic treatment, though without, of course, providing any
         explanations why his oldest son Crispus so suddenly disappeared from the coinage–after his father had arranged for him to
         be put to death. The coins and medallions of the period also display a very wide variety of Constantinian portraiture, mostly adhering
         to the more or less hieratic interpretations displayed by portrait-busts, though with occasional touches of realism.
      

      
      As for the reverse types, how far can they be ascribed to the emperor’s direct decision? At least the general instructions
         must have been issued by high authority, perhaps at the level of the praetorian prefects.8 Mint history is a significant historical instrument, and so is the degree of attention (or sometimes deliberate lack of it)
         which emperors producing coins afforded to their colleagues. Issues inscribed ‘Constantinopolis’, at the mint of Rome, deserve
         special attention, and so do those of transient Augusti (such as Aurelius Valerius Valens and Martinian under Licinius) and
         rebels (such as Domitius Domitianus against Diocletian, and Domitius Alexander against Maxentius).
      

      
      An even more probing view of what Constantine thought, and wanted to be seen to be thinking, is supplied by the surviving
         range of his own edicts, not to speak of his letters-which he utilized to deliver orders and impose novel principles, as had
         rarely been done before. Certainly, many of these documents may have been drawn up for him by members of his secretariat and
         other advisers (such as Ossius of Corduba [Cordova], a good Greek scholar), because Constantine’s own Greek was not too good
         and he had not the time to polish his Latin up to official standards. Nevertheless, these edicts and letters may sometimes
         have been written in his own hand,9 and, in any case, manifestly reflect his points of view. In particular, they have a lot to say about his attitudes to religion.
      

      
      His Oration to the Assembly of Saints, probably delivered at Antioch in 525, is a key document; and it is the most extensive surviving statement by any emperor
         between Marcus Aurelius (161-80) and Julian (361-3). This Oration, like Constantine’s other utterances, shows how keen he was to achieve imperial unity, and how contemptuous and impatient
         of the theological dissensions that made this impossible. The Oration also confirms his conviction that he himself was a man. the man, of God, who spoke to him directly, he believed, and told him what he must do. And it shows how sure he was that God
         would be angry with him if he did not do the right thing.
      

      
      Constantine’s outpourings-for, as has been said, these pronouncements bear his own stamp, even if they were trimmed by others-indicated,
         or concealed, a personality which, as will be suggested elsewhere, could be reserved and devious. Moreover, his literary style,
         even after such trimmings had taken place, emerges not only as stiff and clumsy, but also as more than a little muddled, as
         in this letter of 330:10

      
      Perhaps it may appear a mystery to you, what on earth this prologue to my address means.…From the collision of the disputants
         sparks and flames result. As I would please both God and yourselves and as I would like to enjoy your prayers, I love you
         and the haven of your gentleness.
      

      
      Since you expelled that source of corruption, you have brought in concord in its place by your usual goodness, planting a
         secure trophy, running a celestial course towards the light, and, so to speak, with an iron rudder. For this cause, take on
         board the incorruptible cargo; for all that defiled the ship is bailed out like bilgewater.
      

      
      All the sources that have so far been mentioned are unsatisfactory, because they concentrate too much on giving us Constantine’s
         own point of view. His own utterances and coins and medallions, of course, do this quite directly, if carefully. And the literary
         sources that were mentioned earlier display similar attitudes, from a simple enough motive, because they are pro-Christian,
         and acclaim him as the first Christian emperor–who could therefore do no wrong.
      

      
      Conversely, and just as simply, there is an array of sources that maintain he could do no right – for the same reason, because
         he made Christianity the religion of the empire–and they are, of course, the work of writers who are pagans.
      

      
      On this pagan side, Libanius (314–c.393) was a Greek rhetorician and man of letters who became professor of rhetoric at his native Antioch (354) under the Christian
         emperor Constantius II (337–61), but greatly admired Constantius’ pagan successor Julian the Apostate (361–3; whose Caesars have interesting criticisms of Constantine). Nevertheless, the Christian emperor Theodosius I (379–95) granted Libanius the
         honorary title of praetorian prefect.
      

      
      Julius Firmicus Maternus (who became a Christian only in later life) wrote a rather confused and turgid treatise on astrology-which
         he identified with sun-worship – called the Mathesis, in eight books (334–7). Themistius from Paphlagonia (c.317–88), a pagan who opened a school at Constantinople, delivered official speeches and wrote paraphrases of philosophical
         doctrine. A pagan who strongly criticized Constantine was Eunapius (c.345–c.410), a Greek from Sardes (Sart) who wrote The Lives of the Sophists – of which he was one. An admirer of the pagan emperor Julian the Apostate (361–3) and, like Julian, a convinced opponent of
         Christianity, he wrote to defend the old pagan religion. His History contained fourteen books, covering the period from 270 to 404; it is lost, except for fragments.
      

      
      Another pagan was Aurelius Victo – governor of Pannonia Secunda (under the anti-Christian emperor Julian the Apostate, 361)
         and prefect of the city of Rome (389) – who published The Caesars, from Augustus to Constantius II, based on Suetonius. His sources are useful, and he does not copy them slavishly, but the
         observations which he intersperses, notably on literature and morality, are banal; and he is too interested in prodigies.
      

      
      Zosimus wrote at the beginning of the sixth century. A Greek historian who held senior official posts, he wrote a New History (Historia Nova) of the Roman empire from Augustus to AD 410, although his use of sources is hurried and careless. A pagan, like Eunapius, on whom he draws, he sees the decline of
         the empire as a consequence of its rejection of the pagan religion. He is therefore favourable to Julian and hostile to Constantine,
         his enmity to whom spills over into criticism of some of that emperor’s non-religious measures, for example in relation to
         the army. Edward Gibbon, therefore, accurately enough, described Zosimus as the exact opposite of Eusebius.11

      
      Among the writers who have been summarized here it is hard to find many who are impartial to Constantine, because, as has
         been seen, they either welcome his conversion to Christianity or deplore it.
      

      
      Some attempt at impartiality, however, was made by the Latin author Ammianus Marcellinus (c.330–95) – from whose distinguished history, a continuation of Tacitus, a narrative of the period from 353 survives – and by
         another Latin historian Eutropius, who was in an unusually good position to adopt a balanced viewpoint because he had taken
         part in the Persian campaigns of the pagan Julian and had then served the Christian emperor Valens (364–78) as a senior official
         (magister memoriae), Eutropius’ judgment of Constantine, therefore, as far as it goes, is impartial. It appears in his survey of Roman history
         (Breviarium Ab Urbe Condita), a work of ten books covering the story of Rome down to the death of the emperor Jovian (364). This Breviarium was destined to become a favourite in schools. But, although it was based on a series of imperial biographies (now lost),
         as well as being founded, to some extent, on personal knowledge, its independent value is limited to the filling of a few
         small gaps in our information.
      

      
      This brief survey confirms what was said earlier: that our sources for Constantine are wholly inadequate, a poor lot. Although,
         as we have seen, a few writers were relatively impartial (though not very distinguished), the inadequacy of the rest was largely
         due to the fact that his religious attitudes biased them either for or against him. For religious feelings among such writers
         and their readership were intense, and biased the historical record: without a great deal of regard for the truth. That is
         to say, falsification and the creation of legends were freely mobilized to buttress whatever point of view one chose to maintain.
         The modern student of history, then, has to do everything that he or she can to find out what really happened: by scrutinizing
         documents, by trying to see through the prejudices of writers in order to recover the historical core beneath, and by discounting
         the insincerities and untruthfulnesses of panegyrics and the personal attacks which formed their counterweight. Even so, however,
         the general concentration on religious aspects means that we are usually left in the dark about secular developments – which
         are, therefore, peculiarly hard to reconstruct.
      

      
      So Constantine’s reign confronts the historian with a singular challenge. What sort of man was he, and what did he achieve?
         That is what we have to find out by piecing together whatever material we can track down, and reading between the lines of
         what the ancient historians and other writers say.
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