HST114 Pagans, Christians and Heretics

with Martha Riddiford: M.Riddiford@Sheffield.ac.uk

Constantine’s vision and his defeat of Maxentius, 312

Use the formula we discussed in class (CONTENT, CONTEXT, SIGNIFICANCE) to compare and contrast these two extracts. What are their similarities? How are they different?

a) Lactantius, On the Deaths of the Persecutors 44.1-9 

(tr. taken from A.D.Lee, Pagans and Christians in Late Antiquity (London and New York, 2000), pp. 82-83
(1) Civil war had already begun between them. Although Maxentius remained inside Rome, because he had received an answer from an oracle that he would die if he went beyond the gates of the city he nevertheless waged war through competent commanders… (3) There was an encounter in which Maxentius' troops prevailed, after which Constantine, regaining his resolve and ready for either victory or death, moved all his forces nearer to the city and camped in the neighbourhood of the Milvian Bridge… (5) Constantine was enjoined in a dream to mark the heavenly symbol of God on the shields of his men and so to engage in battle. He did as commanded and marked Christ on the shields in the form of a letter X placed sideways with the top bent around. (6) Armed with this symbol, his army took up their weapons. The enemy issued forth to meet them without their commander-in-chief, and crossed the bridge. The battle lines, equal in length, engaged one another, both sides fighting with the greatest vigour - 'there was no sign of flight on either side' [Virgil Aeneid 10.757]. (7) Discord arose within the city, and the emperor [Maxentius] was upbraided for abdicating responsibility for the safety of the people. Then suddenly the people shouted in one voice… 'Constantine cannot be defeated!'. (8) Disconcerted by this cry, Maxentius hurried away and, summoning some senators, he ordered the Sibylline books to be consulted. In them was found the statement that on that day the enemy of the Romans would perish. (9) Induced by this prophecy to expect victory, he went forth and joined the fray. The bridge was torn down behind him. At the sight of this, the fighting became more intense and the hand of God was over the battle. Maxentius' troops were seized by panic. He himself turned in flight and hurried back towards the bridge, which had been broken down, and under the pressure of the fleeing masses, he was pitched into the Tiber.  (10) When this bitter war had finally drawn to a close, Constantine was welcomed as emperor with great joy by the senate and people of Rome. 

b) Eusebius of Caesarea, Life of Constantine, book 1 http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/vita-constantine.html
(27) He considered, therefore, on what God he might rely for protection and assistance. While engaged in this enquiry, the thought occurred to him, that, of the many emperors who had preceded him, those who had rested their hopes in a multitude of gods, and served them with sacrifices and offerings, had in the first place been deceived by flattering predictions and oracles…and at last had met with an unhappy end, while not one of their gods had stood by to warn them of the impending wrath of heaven… and therefore felt it incumbent on him to honour his father's God alone. (28)… And while he was thus praying with fervent entreaty, a most marvellous sign appeared to him from heaven, the account of which it might have been hard to believe had it been related by any other person. But since the victorious emperor himself long afterwards declared it to the writer of this history… who could hesitate to accredit the relation…? He said that about noon, when the day was already beginning to decline, he saw with his own eyes the trophy of a cross of light in the heavens, above the sun, and bearing the inscription, CONQUER BY THIS. (37)…he marched with his whole forces, trying to obtain again for the Romans the freedom they had inherited from their ancestors. And whereas, Maxentius, trusting more in his magic arts than in the affection of his subjects, dared not even advance outside the city gates, (1) but had guarded every place and district and city subject to his tyranny, with large bodies of soldiers, (2) the emperor, confiding in the help of God, advanced against the first and second and third divisions of the tyrant's forces, defeated them all with ease at the first assault, (3) and made his way into the very interior of Italy.

