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Old St. Peter’s and the emperor Constans?
A debate with G. W. Bowersock 

Paolo Liverani
“Writing this paper has been a tedious work ... Still I feel it had to be done”: thus begins 

R. Krautheimer in an article1 which remains the best discussion of the issue of how to
date the Basilica of St. Peter. Now, a quarter of a century later, the topic must be revisited.
Although there are some updates, there is little really new to report, but Krautheimer’s
study is not as widely read as it should be, even remaining unknown to many scholars
who have dealt with the topic in the meantime (perhaps because it was published in a jour-
nal specializing in art history). Even if the result will be no less tiresome, it is even more
necessary than it was in Krautheimer’s day.

In studies of Early Christian architecture, the attribution of the Vatican Basilica of St. 
Peter to Constantine was never a topic of debate; if anything, attention was paid to estab-
lishing a precise chronology and to determining how much of the building and its annexes 
(e.g., the quadriporticus in front) could be considered as completed by Constantine’s 
successors.2 A few years ago, G. W. Bowersock took the radical step of questioning Con-
stantine’s paternity of the church and of attributing the entire project to Constans.3 If this 
new theory turned out to be true, it would have consequences for several established ideas 
about the architecture of the period and the origins of the Christian basilica. The weakness 
of the arguments on which the theory is based have long made me hesitate to write the 
present article: it seemed to me more productive to strengthen the reasoning behind the 
Constantinian dating4 rather than write a critique of Bowersock’s work. I must confess, 
however, that this approach was too idealistic. The issue of the church’s paternity is clear 
to specialists of late-antique and Early Christian archaeology and epigraphy,5 but a good 
number of distinguished historians have accepted the new conclusions without seeking 
to verify the arguments on which they are based.6 Moreover, the new thesis would have 
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