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The vision of Constantine

Peter Weiss
transizled by A. R, Birley

Mode bo the reader; This s a revised transkation of a paper frst presented in 1989 to celebrake Alfred Heuss's
BOth birthday and published in 1993 as "IXe Yiston Constanling,” in . Bleicken fed.), Colloquriam s Al
des §0. Gebnrtstages von Alfred Heufl (Frankfurrer Althistonsche Studien 13, Kallminzg 1993 14369, Tae
editor of [RA noted the desirability of an English version, and it has kindly been prepared by 4. R Birley in
collaboration with the author and with T. [} Barnes, The author has made several additions b the text and
notes, and b has provided an Addendum,

1. Introduction: the problem

“Constantine’s visions again!”, perhaps vou will sav: yet mare speculations on a theme that
never ends. Alfred Heuss not without reason deliberately steered clear of this set of questions in
his Rémische Ceschichile, But he did make one comment: ‘modem interoretation, in so far as it
treats his [Constanting’s| conversion as a hustorical phenomenon, must place itsclf in 2 positive
relationship to this Tradition [the sources on the vision-accounts]’.- I [ now take up this
question, it is because I believe that | have discovered something whick puls "conversion” and
“Tradition” in that positive relationship.?

There is a mountain of literature on the ‘Constantinian Wende® ['revelution’) and, inextrica-
bly related to it, the vision-accounts. The attention paid to this cmperor, a Hgure towering
abave others, matches in its scale the significance of that momentous lwming-point, I is wnpos-
sible to discuss here all the various interpretations in detail. Firat, then, a bare summary of
what 15 ne longet in dispute, From 312, one vear on from Galerius's empite-wide toleration edict
and then his death, Constantine, following his victory over hasentius at the Milvian Uridge,
favoured Christianity with his imperial power, and became the first emperor to make common
cause with the Christians. No one would really quarrel (any meore) with this elementary fact.?
But extreme differences of opinion remain aboul his molives: which ones predominated
personal, political, or religious? Of course, one can describe his well-known ‘religious develop-
ment', from its beginnings in the tetrarchic state cuit, via Sun-worship, to his very personal
brand of Christology; and then fit this in with the decisive stages on his road to power. His
policy towards the Christians can be clearly set out and understood as a consequence of the
historical development, pointing ahead the path to the future.

All the same, the crucial question remains: what lay behind this, what 15 to be made of the
claim (which Constantine never tired of repeating), that he owed his successes to the working
of 2 supreme deity, identified with the God of the Christians? What beanng has this claim on
the emperor’s dynamism, which went beyond narmai bounds? What lies behind his unmistake-

1 A Hoeu®, Rimische Ceschiichle (2nd edn., Flamirg 1964) 450, 605 f,

The ohservations that follow were delivered in necessarily very brief fachoon at the Calloguium. For

the published version an extended prosentation, detailed in some places, seemed appropriate But w have

attempled full documentation of Canstantinian scholarshio would have burst its bounds. U steimed
se=cible o limit the snnotation ard to refrain almest entively from citing moderm woris on the Constan-
tircan Wemde [‘revolution’). Fuller refererces are given only for questions cirecrly related to the paper's
mair thesis, For more detailed information on the controversies aboul Constantine’s conversion and
visions, one may recommend H. Kraft fed.), Kopstantin der Grosse (Darmstadt 1974), in which some
important items are reprinted; of. atso P Keresztes, “The paenomenan of Constantine the Great's conver-

sion,” Augrstinimnm 27 {1987} 85-100.

1 U, Grégoire's thesis that Licinius, not Constanhing, was the teal driving force stomuetated further
reseatch by provoking rebuttal; but it failed tu win support until it was revived in 1932 (while the [irst
version of this paper was sUll in press) by J. Bleicken; see Addendum. See Kraft {supra r.2) for Gre-
goire's contributions and a selection of replies.

4 {On this, see the classic monograph, H. Kraft, Kmser Kpnstanting reljgiose Entwickiung {Talamgen 1955).
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