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Th e  figure  of Constantine  h as  be en variously interpreted in th e  sch olars h ip of th e  last tw o centurie s . If for 
Burck h ardt, w h o w rote  h is  D ie  Z e it Constantins  de s  Gros s en (1859 ) influenced by th e  scepticism  of th e  
Reform ation, Constantine  w as  an opportunist w h o us ed th e  “vis ion” to fulfil h is  s ecular goals, Bayne s  
(Constantine  th e  Great and th e  Ch ristian Ch urch , 19 30), on th e  contrary, believed th at Constantine  w as  a 
genuine  Ch ristian convert and as s e rted th at “th e  true  starting-point for any com pre h ens ion of th e  re ign 
m ust be  Constantine’s  ow n letters  and edicts ”.  

O dah l’s  book  is  a painstak ingly docum ented biograph y of th e  em peror Constantine , w h ich  attem pts  to 
com bine  th e  gravitas  of a h istorical biograph y w ith  th e  ze st of a travel book . Th is  study, according to th e  
publis h e r’s  blurb, is  de s igned for “sch olars , students , and all th os e  intere sted in Rom an im perial, early 
Ch ristian, and Byzantine  im perial h istory”. Th is  aim  is  reas s e rted by th e  auth or h im s elf w h o w rite s : “I 
h ave attem pted to m ak e  th e  book  as  ‘reader friendly’ as  pos s ible (… ) w ritten in a lucid and 
understandable style, and not littered w ith  th e  arcane debate s  of sch olars ” (p. ix). H ow ever, th e  auth or 
doe s  not cons istently ach ieve th is  goal th rough out th e  book  as  h e  at tim e s  gets  entangled w ith  long and 
overly detailed de scriptions  of events . Neverth ele s s , readers  s h ould note th at alth ough  on one  h and O dah l 
doe s  not adduce to th e  subject new  inspiring ins igh ts , on th e  oth er h and, h e  undoubtedly dem onstrate s  a 
s ecure  approach  w h ich  blends  inform ation contained in texts  w ith  th e  m aterial source s  of th e  
Constantinian era. “I cam e to th e  conclus ion th at th e  only auth entic w ay to truly understand Constantine  
and h is  tim e s  w as  to travel w ith  h im . (… ) [Im portant tools for a new  biograph ical study on Constantine  
are] th e  us e  of Ch ristian sym bols on im perial coinage, detailed accounts  of Constantinian ch urch -building 
program s , th e  appearance of apocalyptic im agery in im perial letters  and art” (pp. viii and 283).       

Th e  book , after th e  preface, a list of illustrations  and a brief ch ronological table of th e  life  of Constantine , 
begins  w ith  a first introductive ch apter (“Th e  Subject and th e  Ancient Source s ”, pp. 1-14) on ancient 
literary source s  and m aterial rem ains  us eful for reconstructing th e  biograph y of Constantine . Th is  ch apter 
is  de s igned for th e  general reader w h o is  unfam iliar w ith  th e  subject. H e re  th e  auth or illustrate s  th e  m ain 
ancient texts  on w h ich  h is  study is  bas ed by adding a brief de scription of th e ir content: th e s e  texts  include 
th e  ‘Vita Constantini’, w ritten by th e  em peror’s  biograph er, Eus ebius  of Cae sarea; th e  ‘O rigo Constantini 
Im peratoris’ of unk now n auth ors h ip; eccles iastical ch ronicles  and im perial panegyrics , and not least texts  
w ritten by Constantine  h im s elf such  as  letters  on Ch ristian councils and s e rm ons .
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Th e s econd ch apter (“Th e  Im perial Cris is  and th e  Illyrian Em perors ”, pp. 15-41) is  a narration of 
political, econom ical, religious  and m ilitary events  th at took  place in th e  Rom an Em pire  from  th e  Julio-
Claudian succe s sors  of Augustus  up to th e  elevation of Diocletian to th e  im perial th rone . Th is  w ide -
ranging ch apter (alth ough , in its  central s ection, rath er prolix) reveals th e  firm  k now ledge of th e  auth or on 
various  aspects  of th e  ancient w orld; h ow ever, th e  as s im ilation of its  rich  content m ay pre s ent a ch allenge 
to readers  e q uipped w ith  only a sm attering of Rom an h istory. 

Th e  th ird ch apter (“Th e  First Tetrarch y and th e  Cae sar’s  Son”, pp. 42-74) deals w ith  th e  tetrarch ic system  
de s igned by Diocletian w h os e  divis ion of th e  Em pire  into four adm inistrative and m ilitary parts  ensured a 
m ore  efficient control over th e  barbarian invas ions  alth ough  it inevitably increas ed th e  costs  of 
bureaucracy. Th e  econom ic reform  of Diocletian succe s sfully augm ented th e  agrarian production and laid 
th e  foundation for a ‘fortre s s  em pire’ th e  “regim ented ‘com m and econom y’” of w h ich  w as  bas ed on 
“state -run arm s  factorie s , fortified granarie s , im perial transport system s  and h e reditary s e rvice  for 
e s s ential profe s s ions ” (p. 54). A lasting stain on Diocletian and h is  co-em perors  w as , h ow ever, th e  bloody 
pers ecution th at th ey carried out against Ch ristians .

Ch apter four (“Th e  Gallic Em peror and th e  Dying Pers ecutors ”, pp. 75-9 7) is  a detailed account of th e  
acce s s ion to pow er of Constantine  and h is  confrontations  w ith  th e  em peror Galerius  caus ed, above all, by 
th e  policy of religious  toleration adopted by Constantine  in favour of Ch ristians . As  O dah l righ tly points  
out “[i]t is  doubtful w h eth e r Constantine  k new  or cared m uch  about Ch ristianity at th is  point in h is  life  
and care er. H e  s im ply w is h ed to distinguis h  h im s elf from  Galerius ” (p. 86).   

Ch apter five (“Th e  Italian Cam paign and Constantine’s  Convers ion”, pp. 9 8-120) centre s  on th e  conflict 
betw e en Constantine  and M axentius  and th e  victory of th e  form er at th e  battle of M ilvian Bridge  in 312 
AD. After th e  m iraculous  event of th e  vis ion of th e  Cros s  and th e  belief th at th e  defeat of M axentius  h ad 
be en brough t about by th e  intervention of th e  Ch ristian God, Constantine  “rais ed Ch ristianity to a status  
of legal eq uality w ith  paganism , and began to e stablis h  it as  a favoured religion in th e  w e stern regions  of 
th e  em pire ” (p. 116). Th e s e  favourable predispos itions  tow ards  Ch ristians  lead Constantine  and Licinius , 
h is  colleague and em peror of th e  eastern part of th e  em pire , to draw  up an accord, k now n as  th e  ‘Edict of 
M ilan’. Th e  edict recognized Ch ristianity as  a legal religion, exem pted th e  Ch ristian clergy from  th e  
m unera civilia im pos ed by Diocletian and put an end to th e  Great Pers ecution of Ch ristians .

Ch apters  s ix and s even, th e  longe st one s  of th e  book  (“Religious  Concerns  and Apostolic Rom e”, 121-61, 
and “Th e  Eastern Crusade  and th e  Nicene  Council”, 162-201) are  concerned w ith  Constantine’s  ch urch -
building program  in Rom e and h is  rivalry w ith  Licinius , w h ich  e scalated into a political and religious  w ar 
over suprem acy in th e  Rom an em pire  (O dah l define s  th e  tw o face s  of th is  conflict in term s  of “cold w ar” 
for th e  years  316-17 and “h oly w ar” for th e  years  323-24). After th e  defeat of h is  enem ie s  “th e  grow ing 
s ens e  of m is s ionary zeal” (p. 141) of Constantine  for th e  Ch ristian faith  w as  displayed in h is  arch  of 
Trium ph  and on h is  coins  w h e re  th e  m onogram  and th e  globular cros s  of Ch rist indicated th at Constantine  
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“s erved as  th e  divinely sanctioned im perial agent of th e  Alm igh ty God on earth ” (p. 146). Th os e  years  
w ere  not only ch aracteris ed by th e  expectation of civil w ars  but also by Constantine’s  attem pt to 
neutralis e  th e  religious  sch ism  th reatened by dis s ident Ch ristians  in North  Africa (th e  Donatists , a rigorist 
s ect th at oppos ed reconciliation w ith  Ch ristians  w h o h anded over th e  Scripture s  during th e  Great 
Pers ecution) and in th e  East (th e  Arians  w h o preach ed th at Je sus , th e  Son, w as  different in e s s ence  from  
God, th e  Fath er). Finally, in term s  of urban planning, Constantine  endow ed Rom e w ith  th e  spectacular 
construction of Ch ristian bas ilicas  w h ile h is  im perial arch itects  s et a new  arch itectural norm  for th e  
construction of Ch ristian edifice s  for th e  centurie s  to com e .  

Ch apter e igh t (“Th e  Dynastic Tragedy and H elena’s  Pilgrim age”, 202-20) deals w ith  th e  “enigm atic 
death s ” (p. 202) of Fausta, Constantine’s  s econd w ife , and Crispus  (th e  son h e  h ad from  h is  first w edding) 
w h o w ere  both  s entenced to death  by Constantine  in 326 AD. Th at year w as  also tarnis h ed by th e  
enactm ent of s everal new  law s  on s ex, m arriage  and adultery (e .g. m en w h o raped girls h ad to be  burnt 
alive and nurs e s  w h o aided th em  in th e ir violent plans  h ad to sw allow  m olten lead) w h ich  O dah l pos its  as  
a w ay “to discourage s exual im propriety and to upgrade  m arital sanctity in accord w ith  Ch ristian 
teach ings ” (p. 204), w h e reas  th ey w ere  in fact an anach ronistic exercis e  of brutal order. Th e  s econd part 
of th e  ch apter tells of th e  ch urch -building program  of H elena, Constantine’s  m oth er, in Palestine  such  as , 
for instance, th e  construction of th e  Ch urch  of th e  H oly Sepulch re  in Jerusalem . 

Ch apter nine  (“Im perial Concerns  and Ch ristian Constantinople”, 221-44) is  a detailed account of 
Constantinian im perial bureaucracy, w h ich  retained and expanded m any of th e  adm inistrative reform s  
is sued during th e  tetrarch ic period, and th e  transform ation of pagan Byzantium  into th e  Ch ristian 
Constantinople. O dah l’s  reconstruction of h istorical events  is  m eticulous  and k now ledgeable alth ough  at 
tim e s  h e  indulge s  in very detailed and ‘centrifugal’ discus s ions  th at m ay lead th e  reader astray.  

In ch apters  ten (“Th e  Final Cam paigns  and th e  Em peror’s  H e irs ”, 245-67) and eleven (“Th e  Th irte enth  
Apostle and th e  Ch ristian Em pire ”, 268-79 ) O dah l exam ine s  th e  last years  of Constantine’s  life  during 
w h ich  h e  continued in h is  ch urch -building program  (notably w ith  th e  com pletion of a ch urch  in h onour of 
th e  H oly Apostles , th e  H agioi Apostoloi) and re -conq uered th e  territorie s  of Dacia above th e  low er 
Danube  river th e reby re storing th e  boundarie s  of th e  Rom an Em pire  back  to th os e  of th e  tim e  of Trajan. 
H e  also laid for h is  succe s sors  th e  foundation of a new  tetrarch ic system  bas ed on a dynastic arrangem ent. 
Ch ristians  began to s e e  h im  differently and Eus ebius , h istorian and biograph er of Constantine , fostered 
th e  belief th at th e  Ch ristian em peror w as  th e  “interpreter of th e  Alm igh ty God” and th at th e  Ch ristianis ed 
Em pire  w as  th e  “terre strial m im em a of th e  cele stial com m on w ealth ” (p. 267). Constantine  died on 22 
M ay 337 and h is  m ortal rem ains  w ere  buried in th e  ch urch  of th e  H agioi Apostoloi, h e  h aving be en 
h onoured as  isapostolos, “e q ual to th e  Apostles ”. 

In a brief final ch apter (“Th e  Legacy and M odern Interpretations ”, 280-84) O dah l h igh ligh ts  th e  legacy of 
Constantine  th at h as  influenced th e  th eorie s  of im perial th eocracy in th e  Byzantine  Em pire  and in Europe 
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during th e  M iddle Age s . Th is  ch apter could us efully be  read first as  it explains  th e  m eth odological 
approach  of th e  auth or.

Th is  book  h as  be en carefully edited and contains  9 2 beautiful ph otograph s  and 8 m aps . Very few  
typograph ical errors  h ave be en found (e .g. read “th e ” and “and” instead of “th e  th e ” and “and and” at pp. 
220 and 284; read “dis satisfaction” instead of “dis satification” at p. 86); m ore  s e rious  is  th e  confus ion 
betw e en accents  and breath ings  in Gre e k  q uotations  th rough out th e  book . Alth ough  th is  w ork  pre s ents  
little new  m aterial, th e  auth or doe s  offer a num ber of intere sting parallels betw e en m aterial and literary 
source s .
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