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Portrait of Constantine from the Basilica 

Nova (Rome), c. 315-330, marble 

 

Well known for being the first Roman 

emperor to convert to Christianity, 

Constantine and co-emperor Licinius 

issued the Edict of Milan in 313, which 

proclaimed religious tolerance of all 

religions throughout the empire. 

 

After he had begun to construct his new 

capital in the East (Constantinople), he 

commissioned a colossal, 30-foot portrait 

statue of himself and had it placed in the 

original apse of a large basilica (known as 

the Basilica Nova).  This statue was, in 

effect, a permanent stand-in for the 

emperor in Rome, representing him 

whenever the conduct of business legally 

required his presence.  



Bronze head of Constantine, 

from a colossal statue, 4th 

century 

 

In 312 Constantine defeated 

his father-in-law, Maxentius, 

for control of the Western 

empire; in 324 Constantine 

defeated his co-ruler, Licinius, 

for control of the Eastern 

empire; in 324 Constantine 

defeated his co-ruler, Licinius, 

for control of the Eastern 

empire.  From 324 until his 

death Constantine was the sole 

master of the Roman empire. 



The original statue combined marble, 

wood, and bricks. Only a few marble 

fragments survive- the head, a hand, 

a knee, an elbow, and a foot.  



The body might have been made of colored stone or of wood and bricks 

sheathed in bronze.  This statue, although made of less-expensive 

materials, must have been as awe-inspiring as the gigantic ivory and 

gold-clad statues of Zeus at Olympia and Athena on the Acropolis in 

Athens. This was the first time since Hadrian that an emperor had not 

worn a beard; the clean-shaven face emphasizes the powerful jaw and 

adds character to the smooth outlines of the powerful head.  

 



The Roman Empire in 335 after Constantine's 

campaigns across the lower Danube 



Reconstruction drawing of the Basilica Nova (Rome) c. 306-312 CE 



Maxentius, who controlled Rome throughout his short reign, ordered the repair 

of many buildings there and had others built.  His most impressive undertaking 

was a huge new basilica just southeast of the Imperial Forums called the 

Basilica Nova, or New Basilica.   

 

Now known as the Basilica of Maxentius and Constantine, this was the last 

important imperial government building erected in Rome itself.  It functioned, 

like all basilicas, as an administrative center and provided a magnificent setting 

for the emperor when he appeared as supreme judge.   





Earlier basilicas, such as 

Trajan’s Basilica Ulpia, had been 

columnar halls, but Maxentius 

ordered his engineers to create 

the kind of large, unbroken, 

vaulted space found in public 

baths. 



The central hall was covered with groined vaults, and the side aisles were 

covered with lower barrel vaults that acted as buttresses, or projecting 

supports, for the central groin vault and allowed generous window openings 

in the clerestory areas over the side walls.  



Location of the Basilica Nova in the Roman Forum 



The south and central sections were probably destroyed 

by the earthquake of 847. All that remains of the basilica 

is the north aisle with its three concrete barrel vaults. 



The interior of the basilica must have had a light and airy quality 

despite its enormous size.  Despite its obvious advantages, the type 

seems to have met with little favor.  Perhaps people felt that it lacked 

dignity because of its resemblance to the public baths.  Whatever the 

reason, the Christian basilicas of the fourth century were modeled on 

the older, wooden-roofed type.  Not until 700 years later, did vaulted 

basilican churches become common in western Europe.  



Old St. Peters (Rome), begun c. 320 





 

Parts of an Early Christian basilica: 

 

1: nave 

2: side aisles 

3: apse (behind the baldacchino or 
ciborium) 

4: transept  

5: narthex 

6: atrium 



Domenico Tasselli. Fresco of the basilica of old 

St. Peter’s 

 

Old Saint Peter's Basilica was the building that 

stood, from the 4th to 16th centuries, on the 

spot where the Basilica of Saint Peter stands 

today in Rome. Construction of the Basilica, 

built over the historical site of the Circus of 

Nero, began during the reign of emperor 

Constantine.   

 

The Vatican Hill, on the west bank of the Tiber 

River, had to be leveled. Notably, since the site 

was outside the boundaries of the ancient city, 

the apse with the altar was located in the west 

so that the basilica's façade could be 

approached from Rome itself to the east. Since 

the custom was to offer Mass ad orientem, (i.e. 

facing eastward), this meant that popes offering 

Mass in the basilica would unintentionally also 

face the congregation. 

 





Nineteenth-century drawing of  

Old Saint Peter's Basilica as it is thought to have looked around 1450.  



Latin (or basilica) plan vs. central plan 



Aula Palatina Basilica (Trier, 

Germany), early 4th century CE 

 

 

The design was a typical 

basilica form with the plan and 

elevation resembling those of 

Roman basilicas and audience 

halls, such as the Basilica 

Ulpia in Trajan’s Forum and 

Constantine’s own Aula 

Palatina (seen above) at Trier, 

rather than the design of any 

Greco-Roman temple.  



Churches built after the legalization of 

Christianity in 313 kept the external 

plainness of their predecessors. The 

only architectural feature to be 

retained being the atrium enlarged to 

serve as a forecourt.  

 

The traditional Roman temple rarely 

allowed much space for communal 

worship in its cella, and for this reason, 

and to mark a decisive break with 

paganism, its form was not taken over 

by Christians.  

 

Prototypes for the first great churches 

built under Constantine were found in 

public secular architecture (i.e. 

basilicas) mainly, no doubt, for 

practical reasons, but also in order to 

symbolize the alliance he had forged 

between Christianity and the empire. 



Left: Images of Bernini’s 

baldacchino in present-day St. 

Peter’s Basilica 

 

The shrine was the focal point 

of St. Peter’s backed by the 

apse and, when seen from the 

entrance, framed by the arch- 

a very ancient architectural 

symbol of heaven and perhaps 

also recalling the triumphal 

arches of imperial Rome.  A 

ciborium or baldacchino (a 

canopy), similar to those held 

over imperial thrones, was 

placed above it, supported on 

spiraling ‘barley-sugar’ 

columns sent from Greece by 

Constantine, but later believed 

to have come from Solomon’s 

temple.  



Arch of Constantine (Rome), c. 312-315 CE 



The Arch of Constantine is a triumphal arch in Rome, situated 

between the Colosseum and the Palatine Hill.  It was erected to 

commemorate Constantine’s victory over Maxentius at the Battle of 

Milvian Bridge on October 28, 312. Dedicated in 315, it is the latest of 

the existing triumphal arches in Rome, from which it differs by spolia, 

the extensive re-use of parts of earlier buildings. 



Arches like the Arch of Constantine were similar to older city gates like the 

Porta Maggiore ("Larger Gate"), or Porta Prenestina, one of the eastern gates 

in the ancient but well-preserved 3rd-century Aurelian Walls of Rome. The gate 

was incorporated in the Aurelian Wall in 271 by the emperor Aurelian thus 

truly turning it into an entrance (gate) to the city. Experts refer to this as an 

early example of “architectural recycling,” essentially adapting one existing 

structure, to another use. In this case using an aqueduct as a wall.  



On the afternoon before the battle, 

says Eusebius, Constantine saw a 

flaming cross in the sky, with the 

Greek words en toutoi nika –‘in 

this sign conquer.’ Early the next 

morning, according to Eusebius 

and Lactantius, Constantine 

dreamed that a voice commanded 

him to have his soldiers mark upon 

their shields the letter X with a 

line drawn through it and curled 

around the top- the symbol of 

Christ.  On arising he obeyed, and 

then advanced into the forefront of 

battle behind a standard (known 

henceforth as the labarum) 

carrying the initials of Christ 

interwoven with a cross.   



As Maxentius displayed the 

Mithraic-Aurelian banner of the 

Unconquerable Sun, Constantine 

cast in his lot with the Christians, 

who were numerous in his army, 

and made the engagement a 

turning point in the history of 

religion.  To the worshipers of 

Mithra in Constantine’s forces the 

cross could give no offense, for they 

had long fought under a standard 

bearing a Mithraic cross of light.  

In any case Constantine won the 

battle of the Mulvian Bridge, and 

Maxentius perished in the Tiber 

with thousands of his troops.  The 

victor entered Rome the welcomed 

and undisputed master of the 

West. 



Relief from the Arch of 

Constantine depicting a 

personification of the Sun, 

above a frieze of Constantine 

entering the city of Rome 

 

The two-dimensional, 

hierarchical approach and stiff 

style of the reliefs made for the 

arch is far removed from the 

realism of earlier imperial 

reliefs.  With its emphasis on 

authority, ritual, and symbolic 

meaning rather than outward 

form, this style was adopted by 

the emerging Christian church.  

Constantinian art is thus a 

bridge between the art of the 

imperial past and the art of the 

European Middle Ages.  



Reliefs from a triumphal arch dedicated to Marcus Aurelius found on the Arch 

of Constantine 

 

The other imagery supports this purpose: decoration taken from the "golden 

times" of the Empire under Trajan, Hadrian, and Marcus Aurelius places 

Constantine next to these "good emperors", and the content of the pieces 

evokes images of the victorious and pious ruler. 





Another explanation given for the re-use is the short time between the start of 

construction (late 312 at the earliest) and the dedication (summer 315), so the 

architects used existing artwork to make up for the lack of time to create new 

art. As yet another possible reason, it has often been suggested that the 

Romans of the 4th century lacked the artistic skill to produce acceptable 

artwork and therefore plundered the ancient buildings to adorn their 

contemporary monuments. This interpretation has become less prominent in 

more recent times, as the art of Late Antiquity  has been appreciated in its 

own right. It is possible that a combination of those explanations is correct. 



Flanking the inscription on both sides are pairs of relief panels above the 

minor archways, being eight total. They were taken from an unknown 

monument erected in honor of Marcus Aurelius, and show scenes such as the 

emperor's return to Rome after a campaign, his distributing of money among 

the people, interrogating a German prisoner, speaking to the troops 

(adlocutio), and performing sacrifices.  



Above each lateral archway are pairs of round reliefs dated to the time of 

Hadrian. They display scenes of hunting and sacrificing. In the hunting scenes 

the head of Hadrian was replaced by the head of Constantine. 



The main piece from the time 

of Constantine is the 

"historical" relief frieze 

running around the monument 

under the round panels, one 

strip above each lateral 

archway and at the small sides 

of the arch. These reliefs depict 

scenes from the Italian 

campaign of Constantine 

against Maxentius which was 

the reason for the construction 

of the monument. 



The frieze starts at the 

western side with the 

"Departure from Milan.” 

It continues on the 

southern, “outward” 

looking face, with the 

siege of Verona, which 

was of great importance 

to the war in Northern 

Italy; also on that face, 

the Battle of Milvian 

Bridge with 

Constantine’s army 

victorious and the enemy 

drowning in the river 

Tiber. 



The relief portraying Constantine’s largesse, or the donatio, is, if 

anything, even more abstract and formal.  Constantine sits in the center, 

enthroned, and again his head is missing. In this relief, the stocky 

figures are compressed into the foreground plane.  The arrangement and 

appearance of the uniform and undifferentiated participants below the 

enthroned Constantine clearly isolate the new Augustus and connect him 

visually with the illustrious predecessors on each side of him.  







Top Left: Portrait of Maxentius 

 

Scholars debate whether Constantine adopted his 

mother St. Helena’s Christianity in his youth, or 

whether he adopted it gradually over the course of his 

life. According to Christian writers, Constantine was 

over 40 when he finally declared himself a Christian.  

Throughout his rule, Constantine supported the 

Church financially.  His most famous building 

projects include the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and 

Old St. Peter’s Basilica. However, Constantine 

certainly did not patronize Christianity alone.  

 

Most notably absent from the Arch of Constantine are 

any depictions whatsoever regarding Christian 

symbolism.  The arch is decorated with images of the 

goddess Victoria and, at the time of its dedication, 

sacrifices to gods like Apollo, Diana, and Hercules 

were made. 



A gold multiple of "Unconquered 

Constantine" with Sol Invictus, struck in 

313. The use of Sol’s image appealed to 

both the educated citizens of Gaul, who 

would recognize in it Apollo’s patronage 

of Augustus and the arts; and to 

Christians, who found solar monotheism 

less objectionable than the traditional 

pagan pantheon.   

 

Later in 321, Constantine instructed 

that Christians and non-Christians 

should be united in observing the 

venerable day of the sun, referencing the 

esoteric eastern sun-worship which 

Aurelian had helped introduce.  

Furthermore, and long after his oft 

alleged conversion to Christianity, 

Constantine’s coinage continued to carry 

the symbols of the sun. 



Santa Costanza (Rome) c. 337-

351 

 
Santa Costanza was built by 

Constantine. He had it built as a 

mausoleum for his daughter 

Constantina (also known as 

Constantia or Costanza) who died 

in 354 CE. Since it was built to be 

a royal mausoleum, its 

centralization put "direct physical 

emphasis on the person or place to 

be honored” and was popular for 

mausoleums and places of 

baptisms at this time. 



Greeks and Romans also built round 

temples for their gods and a centralized 

(often circular) plan had been usual for 

tombs and shrines of deified or semi-deified 

heroes (mortals who had become immortal 

by their deeds).  The form now entered 

Christian architecture as a martyrium, the 

building on a site that was either hallowed 

by an event in Christ’s life or the tomb of a 

Christian who had borne witness to the 

faith (the meaning of the word ‘martyr’).  





Her sarcophagus (coffin) was 

placed opposite the door, so 

that it was in the visitor’s 

direct line of vision on entering 

the building. A circular barrel-

vaulted passage, or 

ambulatory (from the Latin 

ambulare, meaning ‘to walk’), 

ran between the central space 

and the exterior walls. The 

circular plan includes an inner 

colonnade of twelve paired 

columns. Twelve is the number 

of Christ’s apostles, and twelve 

pairs of columns were also a 

feature of Constantine’s 

centrally planned Anastasis 

Rotunda in Jerusalem.    





One section of the mosaics is covered with a tangle of grapevines filled with putti- 

naked male child-angels, or cherubs, derived from classical art- who vie with the birds 

to harvest the grapes.   Along the bottom edges on each side, putti drive wagonloads of 

grapes toward the pavilions covering large vats in which more putti trample the grapes 

into juice.  The technique, subject, and style are Roman, but the meaning has been 

altered. The scene would have been familiar to the pagan followers of Bacchus, but in a 

Christian context the wine could suggest the wine of the Eucharist.  



Above is a replica of the main 

porphyry sarcophagus of the 

mausoleum, believed now to be 

not for Costanza, but for 

Constantine’s other daughter, 

Helena. Porphyry is extremely 

difficult to carve due to its 

hardness. It was reserved for 

royalty due to its purple color. 

During the Roman empire, it 

was imported from Egypt. 



In the two small apses are mosaics 

depicting the Traditio Legis and 

Christ as Pantocrator. They date 

from a later time, sometime after 

the 4th century.  

 

The “Traditio Legis” translates as 

“the giving of the law,” referring to 

the instruction of Jesus to the 

apostles. His role as a 

“Pantocrator” refers to his 

majestic, kingly role that Christ 

takes on as a supreme judge.  

 

These two images of Christ 

together show the beginnings of 

Christ being shown not only as 

supremely powerful, but they also 

speak of a connection between 

heavenly power and the 

governmental power of man. Both 

have aspects of Roman imperial 

imagery. 



Detail of vault mosaic in the ambulatory of Santa Costanza (Rome), c. 337-351 
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(Art during the Age of Constantine) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

Discuss ways in which this structure satisfied the aims of its patron, the 

emperor Constantine, at the time it was created.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

What does this triumphal arch commemorate? Discuss how it expresses 

power through its design, use of imagery, and location. 



How does portraiture depicting Rome’s leaders change throughout its 

history and WHY?   

 

After the teacher has assigned one of the above to a group, each group 

should share with the entire class how and why portraiture has 

changed during their assigned period or dynasty. 

Republican Rome Julio-Claudian Dynasty Flavian Dynasty 

“Five Good Emperors” Severan Dynasty “Soldier Emperors” 

Late Roman Empire 



Commemorative brass heads were created by the king (or oba) of the Edo 

people of Benin during the 16th and 17th centuries. In what ways are these 

African heads similar to the ancient busts of Roman emperors? In what ways 

are they different? Before answering, investigate the cultural significance of 

materials in the Benin culture. 



Head of an oba (Benin), c. 

1700-1897 CE, brass 

 

An oba is a king or ruler of the 

Edo people, formerly the Benin 

Kingdom (not to be confused 

with the modern-day country 

of Benin).  

 

All of the heads include 

representations of coral-bead 

necklaces. Coral, which derives 

from the Mediterranean Sea, 

was an important feature of 

Benin royal costumes and was 

believed to make the king’s 

words come to fruition.  

Historically at Benin such 

beads were sewn together with 

elephant-tail hair, an animal 

closely identified with both 

royalty and physical force. 



The art of Benin is a royal art, for only the 

oba could commission works in brass.  

Artisans who served the court lived in a 

separate quarter of the city and were 

organized into guilds. 

 

Commemorative brass heads of deceased 

Obas or chiefs are placed in shrines 

dedicated to royal ancestors. On the top of 

each head is placed an ivory tusk with 

carved images of former kings, warrior 

chiefs, soldiers and animals with symbolic 

royal powers. 

 

In the old days the king used to receive 

one tusk from every elephant killed in the 

kingdom; some were sold to European 

traders during the long years of commerce 

with the West, others were given as gifts 

to faithful chiefs, and still others were 

displayed on the royal ancestral shrines.  



Sketch of the burying place of a king of Benin, possibly executed by the 

explorer Giovanni Belzoni who visited the Benin kingdom in 1823 



The iron irises of the eyes are 

said to convey both the 

mystical authority of 

indigenous forged metal and 

the enduring stare of one 

whose nature is in part divine. 

 

Parallel iron bars set into the 

forehead invest the head with 

the sacrosanct potency of 

indigenous iron; sacrifices 

aimed at renewing royal power 

are placed on the bars.  

 

The raised marks (ikharo) 

along the eyebrow are a form 

of cultural marker, three for 

men, four denoting women or 

foreigners. 



Portuguese mercenaries provided 

Benin with support against its 

enemies, while traders supplied 

the important luxury items Benin 

so desired; coral beads and cloth 

for ceremonial attire and great 

quantities of brass manillas which 

could be melted down for casting. 

Coming from far across the sea, 

brining with them wealth and 

luxury items, the Portuguese 

travellers were readily assimilated 

into (or perhaps generated) the 

complex of ideas and motifs 

associated with the god Olokun, 

ruler of the seas and provider of 

earthly wealth. In return for these 

goods, Benin provided the 

Portuguese with pepper, cloth, 

ivory, and slaves.  



Compare and contrast the Benin head with the two portrait heads seen here, 

one from the earlier period of Roman history and one associated with a late 

period of Roman history.  Analyze how all three of these works convey power 

and authority in ways that are both similar and different. In your analysis, be 

sure to address both the use of materials and their ritual use or function. 


