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ABSTRACT: This article focuses on the 9" century accounts of Constantine
I’s baptism. Sources from this period strongly reject Eusebius of Caesar-
ea’s account of Constantine’s baptism on his deathbed and promote the
tradition of the emperor’s baptism at the hands of Pope Sylvester in Rome
in the early years of the emperor’s reign. The acceptance of the legend of
Pope Sylvester seems to be connected with the idea of Emperor Constan-
tine’s personal holiness in opposition to the emperors’ promotion of the
emperor-priest ideal in the 8" century. However, the acceptance of the
legend concerning Pope Sylvester may also be related to the perception —
during the iconoclasm period — of the papacy as a bastion of orthodoxy.

KEYWORDS: George the Monk, Constantine the Great, Byzantine hagio-
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The figure of Emperor Constantine the Great was very important in the
Byzantine period. This ruler was considered to be the second founder
of the empire — the Christian empire — and, as a result, he soon gained

' T dedicate this article to the memory of Dariusz Brodka, with whom I have had

the pleasure of discussing various aspects of late antique historiography on many occa-
sions. I hope that full solutions to puzzles that surrounded us will be revealed to us in
the future, better World.
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the status of a saint in the Eastern Church. The picture of the holiness
of the first Christian emperor was, however, obscured by the informa-
tion given by Eusebius of Caesarea and, after him, by 4" and 5 century
Church historians about Constantine’s baptism on his deathbed. Is it
possible that a person considered as a model of a pious ruler, who pro-
moted Christianity not only in the empire but also beyond its borders,
remained a pagan all his life? This question was particularly relevant
during the 8" and 9" centuries.

The purpose of this article is not to analyse in detail the Byzantine
traditions concerning Constantine’s baptism, which have already been
studied in detail on many occasions?, still less to consider the historicity
of the versions of baptism present in Byzantine historiography and hag-
iography. The article only analyses certain aspects of the development
and spread — in the 9™ century in Byzantium — of the version proclaim-
ing Constantine’s baptism in Rome at the hands of Pope Silvester and
the negation of the version about the emperor’s baptism on his death-
bed, as well as the arguments accompanying this view. The analysis
will focus on historiographical works written in the 9" century — the
Chronicle of George the Monk and the Chronography of Theophanes —
and a number of hagiographical works from this period, in the pages of
which the motif of the emperor’s baptism was very important.

Summarising the reign of the Emperor Constantine, George the
Monk, in his Chronicle, refers to the controversy surrounding the em-
peror’s baptism, categorically rejecting the version of his baptism on
the deathbed:

Indeed, those who deceitfully claimed that Constantine the Great was
baptised at the end [of his life] and that he had delayed baptism until then

were fictionalising.

and then he goes on to put forward a number of arguments in favour
of Constantine’s earlier baptism:

2 In this respect, see first of all the fundamental and still relevant work of Délger

1913: 377-447; as well as Baynes 1930: 90-93; Fowden 1994a, especially 153-170;
Amerise 2005; Kreider 2013: 41-57. For the development of the Byzantine tradition
concerning the Constantinian legend, see also Kazhdan 1987: 196-250.
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How could this pious, Christ-loving and exceptionally fervent believer in
Christ endure so much time without participating in the sacred mysteries,
one who resided primarily with such fathers and followed their holy te-
achings with joy and sincerity? How can unbelievers think that a perfect
Christian died unbaptised? And he who insisted that others should accept
[baptism] and receive salvation and remission of sins more quickly, since
death can come suddenly and secretly, himself persevered to the end out-
side the community [of the Church] and uninitiated. This is impossible.
For this lie is the mockery and rantings of the Arian frenzy. They wished
to portray him as a follower of their own heresy [and to show that] he had
been baptised by the Arians.?

3 Codex Coislinianus 3053, f. 235r: ‘Epatoi®Onoav toivov ol katoyeudopevol Tod

peydrov Kovotavtivov kol pdokoveg antov €v ti] tehevti) fefanticOot kai péypt tote
70 Panticpa VrepTOEUEVOV. TOS Yop AV O TolodTog Aviip Bgocefng Kol PAdYPIoTOG
Kol mepl v gig Xprotov oty Ogppdtatog NvEcyeTo xpdvovg tocovTong KeympicOot
¢ Beiog petanyeng v pootnpiov Kol LEAMGTE TO0VTOLS TOTPAGTY GLUVILUITAUEVOG
Kol TG 1epdg avT®dV S1d0oKaAlng ETOUEVOS AOTOGING TE KOl YVNoing; Tdg d& Kol TOIg
AmioTOlg £QAIVETO YPLoTIAVOG TEAEWG PATT®TE TEAEIMONG d10 Tod Pomtioporog; Kol
Omep dAhoig katemyel déyecbat Kol TV c@TNPiay Kol ATOATPOGLY TV AULAPTNUATOV
Odttov kapodchor do O ddnAov Tod OavaTov Kol aievidiov adTog GUETOYOG TE Kol
APONTOG SIEKOPTEPEL. LT YEVOLTO® YEA®G Y0P TODTO KOATPOG Kol THG APEIOVIKTG Haviog
70 KaKoOpyNUo PoLAopEVEVY THG OIKELNG ApECEDG VIOCTIGTNY adTOV Gmoefval 61jfev
Kol V70 Apelovadv Particdfjvor. In the version of the so-called vulgate, published by
Carl de Boor, the content of this passus differs from the version in the Paris manuscript,
but these differences do not affect the overall message, de Boor 1904: 525, 18-526, 11:
"Epotoiddncov toivuv ol katoygudopevot tod peydrlov Kovotavtivov kot ¢aoKovTeg,
Ot év T televutii €Bamticn kol péypt 1ote Afdmtiotog VR pyEV. TS YO Gv O To10DTOg
avnp BeocePng kol PUAOYPLETOG Kol Ttepl TV THOTWY BePUOTATOG MVEGKETO YPOVOVG
T0600TOVG KeywpicOat T Oelog petoAMyems T@V pootnpiov Kol piActd ye To100To1g
natpdoy ayiolg cuvdlotdpevog Kol Tig lepdg avtdv dwdackoiiog kai vovbeoiog
£MOLLEVOG AoTaGIMG Kol YVNGIOG; TdG 6 Kol T01g AmioTolg EPAIVETO YPLOTIOVOG TELELOG
wmo telelmdeic d10 Tod Panticpotog; TG 6¢ Kol O Katenelymv Kol avaykilov Tovg
dAlovg Gravtog aniotovg dnhovott motedoal Kol Bortiodfvar kol v ayiov tpada
oporoyicot KaBapmdTEPOV T€ Kol TNAAVYESTEPOV ADTOG £V TOLOVTM GKOT® ETVYYOVEV;
AAN0dG yeddog TodTo VIapyeL Kol avamhoaouo thg Apelovikilg Kol dféov aipécemc
Kol Tiig otV amiotiog kol dcefeiog kKakovpynuo Povlopévev Tig oikeing aipEoemg
VmaomotnV Gmodeifol tov péyav Kovotaviivov kol 00 Apetovdv avtov ofjbev
BomticOijvan dvamiattévimy.
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At first glance, the presence of such a strong defence of the version
about Constantine’s baptism early in his reign may be surprising from
an author writing in the 9" century, referring to events more than half
a millennium earlier, but it was during this period that the issue was
still, and perhaps only then, causing considerable excitement. What
contentious issues does George address?

Eusebian version of Constantine’s baptism

The earliest account of Constantine’s baptism was given by his contem-
porary Eusebius, the bishop of Caesarea Palestina, in his work the Vita
Constantini, or by his successor on the bishop’s throne in Caesarea,
Acacius, who probably completed the work after Eusebius’ death.* The
Vita Constantini was written almost immediately after the emperor’s
death and is therefore an important historical source, although fraught
with distortions characteristic of the panegyric. Eusebius, in reporting
on the baptism of Constantine, links it to the last moments of the em-
peror’s life and places the event in Nicomedia:

Such were his words. They in their turn performing the customary rites
fulfilled the divine laws and imparted the secret gifts, giving such preli-
minary instruction as is required. Alone of all the Emperors from the be-
ginning of time Constantine was initiated by rebirth in the mysteries of
Christ, and exulted in the Spirit on being vouchsafed the divine seal, and
was renewed and filled with divine light, rejoicing in his soul because of
his intense faith, awestruck at the manifestation of the divinely inspired
power. When the due ceremonies were complete, he put on bright impe-
rial clothes which shone like light, and rested on a pure white couch, be-
ing unwilling to touch a purple robe again (transl. Cameron, Hall).®

4 Eusebius died in 339 without completing his work, which was then published

most likely by his successor on the episcopal throne of Caesarea, Acacius. The passus
about Constantine’s illness and death is probably an addition to the work, as is the men-
tion of Constantine’s three sons as Augusti, see Cameron, Hall 1999: 9—10.

5 Eusebius of Caesarea, Vita Constantini 1V, 62,4-5 (Winkelmann 1987: 146, 9-17):
‘O pév om tadt’ Eheyev, ol 8¢ ta voppa tehodvieg Becovg anemipovy Beiovg kai
TAV ATOPPNT®V HETEFIOOGAV, doa XPT) TPOSUGTEINALEVOL. Kol OT) HOVOG TdV €€ 0idVog
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The Vita does not mention by name the person who baptised Con-
stantine, mentioning only the unnamed bishops present. However, since
Eusebius was the bishop of Nicomedia at the time of Constantine’s
agony, later tradition linked the ruler’s baptism to him®. However, the
silence on the name of the bishop who baptised Constantine began to
raise doubts since in the 9" century Photius, in his Bibliotheca, seems
to have complained about it:

He [Eusebius] also says that Constantine the Great was baptised in
Nicomedia, and that he postponed his baptism until then because he desi-
red to receive it in the waters of Jordan; however, he does not at all inform
us who baptised him.”

Interestingly, similar problems did not accompany the con-
tinuators of Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History, composing in the
It half of the 5" century — Socrates,® Sozomen®’ and Theodoret of

avtokpatdpov Kovoetaviivog Xpiotod pouotnpiolg avayevvmpevos £terelodto, Oelog te
SQPUYid0g AELOVUEVOC MYAALETO TQ TVEOUATL AVEKOVODTO TE KOl POTOG EVETIUTANTO
Ogiov, yaipwv pev T yoyf 6U dmepPfoiny mictems, 1O 6 EvapyEg KATATETANYDS THS
£vBéov duvapems. Qg §” Eminpodto T d€ovta, Aaumpois Kol PactAkols Auelicact
POTOC EKAGUTOVGL TPOTOV TTEPIEPAALETO €Ml AEVKOTATY T€ OTPOUVI] Ol0VETAVETO,
0UKED” ahovpyidog Emyadoo Oednoac. See a thorough analysis of the description of
Constantine’s baptism in the work of Eusebius in Amerise 2005: 25-60.

¢ Eusebius of Caesarea, Vita Constantini 1V, 61, 3 (Winkelmann 1987: 145, 25—
26): Metafag &’ &vbev éml mpodotetov T Nikopundémv apikveitor Torems, kavtodo
oVYKOAEGOG TOVG EMIoKOTOVS OOE T avTolg diedéfato. Modern scholars, following
Franz Dolger (1913: 385-386), despite the silence of the author of The Lives of Con-
stantine, unanimously accept that it was the Bishop of Nicomedia, Eusebius who bap-
tized Constantine. See, for example, Fowden 1994a: 153.

7 Photius, Bibliotheca, cod. 127 (Henry 1960: 100, 19-23): Aéyet pév odv kai
o0T10g &v Nwkopndeig tov péyav Kmvetavtivov fanticacOor, péxpt tote 10 Aovtpov
avoforrdpevov dte o Ev Embopig motovpevov Toig Topdavov o Aovtpov Hodééacat.
Tig 6¢ 0 Pomticog, 00EV SlOGAEET.

8 Socrates, Historia ecclesiastica, 1, 39, 2 (Hansen, girinjan 1995: 90, 18-21): énel
8¢ 6podpotéPoL oD voonuatog fjobeto, 10 peEv Aovtpa Vrepédeto, dnaipet 8¢ €k TG
‘Ehevovmoremc gig v Nikoundeiav, Kakel &v mpoaoteim d1dymv tod XpioTiovikod
petoropfaver Bonticpatog.

®  Sozomen, Historia ecclesiastica 11, 34, 1 (Bidez, Hansen 1960: 99, 12-14):
yorendtepov 6¢ datebeig diexopiodn gig Nucopndetay, EvBa o1 &v Tpoactei® didywv
£uonom v iepav Panticv: Ent ToVTE € 6POSpa NGOG YAptv dUOAGYEL TG Oe®D.
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Cyrrhus.'® Their histories primarily describe the Arian dispute going
on throughout the 4™ century, thus the confession of the bishop who
baptised Constantine should be important to them, yet they repeat the
information about Constantine’s baptism on his deathbed without at-
tempting to modify it. At the beginning of the 6™ century, when Arians
were still a visible element in the empire, Theodore the Lector, compil-
ing one Historia tripartita from the three works above, also sees no
problem in these accounts and follows Socrates in reporting Constan-
tine’s baptism on his deathbed in Nicomedia.!' Also, the Epitome of
Historia Tripartita, written in the early 7" century, does not change this
narrative.'? Consistently, this branch of tradition does not mention the
name of the bishop who baptised Constantine.

Some concern about the orthodoxy of Constantine’s baptism, ac-
cording to the testimony of Photius, was shown in the 2" half of the 5%
century by Pseudo-Gelasius of Kyzikos, who is said to have insisted that
the emperor’s baptism was prepared and led by ‘a certain orthodox, and
not a heretic, as some maintained’.!*> However, the name of Eusebius

10 Theodoret, Historia ecclesiastica 1, 32, 1 (Parmentier, Hansen 1998: 88,

22-89, 3): 'Eviavtod 6¢ dAov kai unvdv dteAnivfotev odiyov, &v Nikoundeia tig
Bibvviag didyov nppdotoe. 10 8¢ tiig avBporivng frotntog ddnAiov Emotdpevog, 1o
Ogiov Pamticpatog t0 ddpov €0éEnto. An analysis of the accounts of Constantine’s
baptism in the aforementioned historians, see Amerise 2005: 85-87.

" Theodore Lector, Historia tripartita (Codex Marcianus gr. 344, f. 68r): dmaipet 88
€K tM¢ ‘EAevoumorienc €v Nikopndelog: kakel &v mpoactei® d1dymv, Tod XploTiovikod
Boarticpatog petarapfavet. The same is true of the Latin version of the Historia tri-
partita, produced in Constantinople during the reign of Emperor Justinian I, where the
message of the aforementioned historians is repeated without change, see Cassiodorus/
Epiphanius, Historia ecclesiastica tripartita 111, 12, 4 (Jacob, Hanslik 1952: 154, 15—
17: Qui cum Nicomedia degeret languore gravatus nec ignorans vitae huius incertum,
gratia sacri baptismatis est adeptus; following Theodoret’s work). 6 (Jacob, Hanslik
1952: 154, 23-24: Nicomedia in suburbano sacri baptismatis donis initiatus est; follo-
wing Sozomen’s work).

12 Theodore Lector, Epitome 51 (Hansen 1995: 27, 15-16): doBeviioag éEfAOey &v
npoaotei® Nikoundewog kakel tod Ogiov kata&lodtar Bomtiopotoc.

13 Photius, Bibliotheca, cod. 88 (Henry 1960: 14, 12—14): Tuygiv 8¢ ¢not 10d
Borticpatog 0pH0dOEOL pVGTAY®YNGOVTOG Kol TEAEGAVTOC, GAA’ 0VY (¢ Tio £50&E,
TOV aipeTIk®V Tvog Yewpantioavtog. However, when discussing the codices, Photius
often added his own comments, so it is possible that the second part of the above sen-
tence is his own remark.
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as the person who administered the sacrament appears in a later his-
toriographical work — the 7" century Paschal Chronicle, which report
that Constantine on his deathbed received baptism from Eusebius, the
bishop of Constantinople'!. Although the anonymous author commits
an anachronism by erroneously reporting that Eusebius was the bishop
of the capital at the time, since he was still the bishop of Nicomedia and
only took the throne of the Constantinopolitan Church during the reign
of Constantius, the chronicler saw nothing wrong in reporting that Con-
stantine was baptised by a bishop known for his Arian beliefs.

In short, for three centuries after Constantine’s baptism, the person
administering it to him did not unduly inflame the minds of historians,
nor did the fact that the ruler only received baptism on his deathbed.
Why then, in the 9" century, does George the Monk so emotionally
deny the account given over the centuries, calling it ’the mockery
and rantings of the Arian frenzy’ (yéAmg yop t00T0 KOATPOG Kol TG
apelavikig paviag)?

George the Monk’s Chronicle

George the Monk not only denies the account of Constantine’s baptism
on his deathbed, but he also gives an alternative version of the event.'.
In an extensive narrative, placed by the author chronologically in the
section on the reign of his father, Constantius I, he gives the legend of

4 Chronicon Paschale, s.a. 337 (Dindorf 1832: 532, 9—12): éA0av £ Nikoundeiog,
€vO0EMG Kol evoefds petaAldtTel TOV Pilov €v mpoaotei® Thg avTig MOAE®S Pnvi
aptepoio w’, kataélwdeic T0d compuwdovg Panticpatog Yo Evcefiov émokdmov
Kovotavtivounorewmoc,... However, the conjecture that Constantine was baptised by
Eusebius of Nicomedia appears much earlier, as evidenced by the Latin Chronicle of
Jerome, written around 380, see Jerome, Chronicle s.a. 337 (Helm 1956: 234, 3-5):
Constantinus extremo uitae suae tempore ab Eusebio Nicomedensi episcopo baptizatus
in Arrianum dogma declinat. In Greek sources from the 4™ and 5™ centuries such infor-
mation does not appear.

15 Codex Coislinianus 305, f. 219r—v; George the Monk, Chronicon (de Boor 1904:
485, 4487, 20). Canella 2013: 249 erroneously reports that George the Monk does not
mention the conversion and baptism of Constantine at all. This error is probably due to
the fact that George places relevant events not in the section on Constantine but on his
father, Constantius I.
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Constantine’s illness, which he contracted after his father’s death'¢. The
type of illness was not specified by the author, but it was so serious that
neither medicine nor magic could cure it. In an attempt to find a remedy
for this illness, pagan priests were approached and they suggested that
Constantine should bathe in a pool filled with the warm blood of chil-
dren. The emperor agreed to this cure and ordered that children from all
the dioceses were to be delivered to Rome, but on seeing their lament-
ing mothers, the emperor ordered the children to be given back to them,
supplied for the return journey and gave up the cure. Then, in a dream,
the apostles Peter and Paul appeared to him and directed to the Bishop
Silvester ‘of Mount Serapios’!’, who will remedy his misfortune. The
emperor sent for the bishop, whom he received with great respect. He
questioned the bishop about the Apostles and asked for their preserved
images. Assured that it was they who had appeared to him in a dream,
the emperor asked Silvester for a saving spring. The bishop baptised
Constantine, who immediately recovered to the amazement of the peo-
ple. His mother, relatives and friends were then baptised.

The version about Constantine’s baptism in Rome at the hands of
Pope Silvester was not something new in the 9" century, as John Mala-
las already included it in his Chronographia three centuries earlier, al-
beit in a very brief form: ‘After fasting and having taken instruction, he
was baptised by Silvester, bishop of Rome — he himself and his mother
Helena and all his relatives and his friends and a whole host of other
Romans.’!® Malalas, however, in reporting this event, omits the aspect
of the ruler’s illness, linking it only to the miraculous vision of the
cross experienced by the emperor.”” This version, however, was not
convincing for the anonymous author of the Chronicon Paschale who
used the Chronicle of John Malalas but he chose to include the Eusebian

' Codex Coislinianus 305, f. 219r; de Boor 1904: 485, 4: peta v 100 maTPOG
TELELTNV.

17 Codex Coislinianus 305, f. 219r; de Boor 1904: 486, 5: £k 100 Xepamiov dpovg.

'8 John Malalas, Chronographia, X111, 2 (Thurn 2000: 243, 24-27): Koi vnoteboog
Kot katnynOeig Efamticdn Vo ZilBéctpov, Entokdmov Poung, avtog kai 1) untnp avtod
‘EAévn kol mavteg ol cuyyevelg antod kol ol eilol adtod Kol TAN00¢ GAA®V TOAADY
Popaiov.

19 Canella 2013: 248-249. John Malalas links this vision to Constantine’s victory
over the barbarians in the West, not over Maxentius. See also Amerise 2005: 106-112.
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version in his work, as we mentioned above. From the perspective of
the analysis of the Chronicle of George the Monk, it is interesting to
note the final information of Malalas, who reports the baptism of Con-
stantine’s immediate circle in a form similar to that given by George.*
The one-sentence information of John Malalas, however, could
not have been the source of George the Monk’s elaborate narrative.
George’s testimony is important not only because it is the earliest Greek
source attributing Constantine’s baptism to Silvester, but also because
the first version of his Chronicle was written in Antioch.?! From the
eastern provinces of the empire comes also the Syriac Ecclesiastical
History of Pseudo-Zachariah, written in the 6™ century.”. It contains
a very elaborate story about Constantine’s baptism, analogous to that of
George.? In addition to the legendary account of Constantine’s baptism
in Rome, the Ecclesiastical History contains other legends concerning
Pope Silvester present also in the Latin work known as Actus Silves-
tri**. This extensive passus of several dozen pages is unlikely to have
been taken from the original Greek Ecclesiastical History of Zechariah
of Mitylene, but comes from the editor of its Syriac version, composed
in 569 by the anonymous monk of Amida. In any case, the legend asso-
ciated with Pope Silvester and Constantine’s baptism in Rome reached
in its full version the eastern provinces of the empire in the 2™ half of
the 6 century at the latest. However, the first traces of its use in Con-
stantinople appeared two centuries later, which leads us to look at the
tradition associated with the Greek version of the Actus Silvestri.

2 George the Monk, Chronicon, Codex Coislinianus 305, f. 219v: avtika 8¢ kol

N e avtod EAévn BamtiCeton kai ol To0TOL GLYYEVELS TE KOl iAot

2 For the work of John Malalas in Antioch, see Croke 2006: 6-11; Treadgold 2007:
715-718; Saliou 2016: 59.

22 Zachariah Rhetor’s Ecclesiastical History was written in the 490s, but only a Sy-
riac version of this source has survived to our times — in a work dated 568/569 by an
anonymous author, the so-called Pseudo-Zachariah, who included it in Books IT1I-VI of
his own history. Pseudo-Zachariah was a monk living in Amida, where he had access to
important historical sources, collected in the local cathedral library by the bishop Mara,
see Greatrex 2009: 33-37.

2 Pseudo-Zachariah, Historia ecclesiastica (Brooks 1919: 62, 27-67, 3).

24 Pseudo-Zachariah, Historia ecclesiastica (Brooks 1919: 56, 6-93, 3). Canella
2013: 249 states that the passus of Pseudo-Zachariah corresponds to the Latin version
B1 of Actus Silvestri and its Greek version 1a.
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Actus Silvestri

The Actus Silvestri was a very popular work, as evidenced by a huge
number of its manuscripts. The Latin version of the Actus is preserved
in some 350 manuscripts and the Greek version in 90 manuscripts.?

In addition to the legend of Constantine’s baptism in Rome, the
Chronicle of George the Monk contains two more stories, presented
in both Pseudo-Zachariah’s Ecclesiastical History and the Actus Sil-
vestri — one about a dragon inhabiting the Capitolium and plaguing the
people of Rome, defeated thanks to the Pope’s intervention, and the
other about his dispute with the Jews, ending with the miracle of res-
urrecting a dead bull. Both stories portray the Pope in a very positive
light.?® This indicates that George the Monk also used the Actus Silves-
tri, either directly or indirectly.

The Greek version of the Actus Silvestri has survived to our times
in several versions.?” Unfortunately, it is not known when and where
this Greek translation was produced, but it seems to have been known
in Constantinople at the turn of the 9" century.?®

25 Canella 2013: 242; Wirbelauer 2021: 84.

26 Codex Coislinianus 305, f. 221v—222r and 223v-225r; George the Monk, Chroni-
con (de Boor 1904: 490, 18-491, 23 and 496, 4-499, 7).

27 All Greek versions of the Actus Silvestri are derived from its Latin version. The
basic text of the Greek version of Actus Silvestri is a translation of the younger Latin
version (B1), and all later Greek versions also refer to this text. There are more than
90 Greek manuscripts of the Actus Silvestri, attesting to the considerable popularity of
this work in the East, see Dagron 1996: 157; Levison 1924: 224; Canella 2013: 242;
Kazhdan 1987: 210. The Greek translation of the Actus Silvestri was published by Fra-
ngois Combefis (1660: 258-336). It was based on the 10" century manuscript Codex
Parisinus gr. 513 (f. 77v—99v), representing the Greek version Ia, but the editor revised
the text on the basis of the 11™ century manuscript Codex Parisinus gr. 1448 (f. 1r-24r),
which in turn represents version Ib, see Combefis 1660: 337-338. Due to the mixing
of the two versions, modern scholars consider the Combefis edition to be unreliable,
see Levison 1924: 225; Pohlkamp 1992: 136-137. For this reason, in the present work
I have compared the text published by Combefis with both of the Paris manuscripts he
used.

28 Kazhdan 1987: 248 assumes that the Actus Silvestri appeared in Constantinople
in the 780s. Although the legend mentions images of Peter and Paul kept in the Roman
Church, to which it does not refer negatively, it is impossible to link this passus to
the iconoclastic controversy, since it already appears in the Latin version, which was
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Part of the story of Constantine’s baptism by Silvester (albeit
without the details present in the Chronicle of George the Monk) was
known in Constantinople since at least 787, when Pope Hadrian’s let-
ter to Constantine VI and Irene of 25 October 785 was read out at the
second session of the Council of Nicaea. In his letter, the Pope cites
information taken from the Actus Silvestri about a vision of the Apos-
tles Peter and Paul that Constantine supposedly received in a dream. It
is interesting to note that in the original Latin version of the letter the
Pope does not mention Constantine’s baptism in Rome at the hands of
Pope Silvester. This information was added at the end of his letter in the
Greek version of the Council Acts, which means that at the time of the
Council (or at the time of the editing of the Acts) this version was well
established in Constantinople.? It is also surprising that the legend used
by the Bishop of Rome as an argument in ecclesial policy aimed at in-
creasing the role of the papacy was not only rejected by Constantinople
but very quickly accepted in the East and incorporated into the official
message.*

The truncated version of the legend read at the Council could
not have been George’s source, but it may have formed the basis for
another chronicle, written in the 2™ decade of the 9" century — the

written at the turn of the 6™ century and therefore long before the iconoclastic dispute,
see Mombritius 1910: 512, 13-17. Kazhdan 1987: 232 also points out that George (or
his source) avoids the term ‘icon’ in describing the dialogue between Constantine and
Sylvester. The emperor asks the Pope to show him ‘6ué Tvog (oypagiag’, and the de-
acon brings the ‘ot0apio’ of the Apostles painted on a board (€v cavicw). See Codex
Coislinianus 305, f. 219v; George the Monk, Chronicon (de Boor 1904: 486, 17-21).
The Greek version of the Actus Silvestri, Codex Parisinus gr. 513, f. 83rB (Combefis
1600: 278) has the term ‘gikdveg’.

#  Aletter from Pope Hadrian to Emperor Constantine VI and Irene (Lamberz 2008:
123, 21-125, 27). The information about the emperor’s baptism itself is a one-sentence
addition from the Greek Acts of the Council to Pope Hadrian’s letter (Lamberz 2008:
124, 27-28: xai yevopévng koAvpupntpog £Bamtiodn kai mapoypfpo id6n.), absent in
the original Latin version. The original version focuses on the vision of the Apostles Pe-
ter and Paul supposedly experienced by the emperor and the Pope’s showing him image
(Lamberz 2008: 125, 23: imago, pictura) of the Apostles, and ends with Constantine’s
exhortation to the Pope to show him a pool in which the Apostles promised the Pope
healing; see Lamberz 2001: 225.

30 Dagron 1996: 157. The Pope’s letter gave an official dimension to the story, which
became part of Roman propaganda.
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Chronography of Theophanes. The author gives here a version of Con-
stantine’s baptism according to which the emperor was baptised in
Rome by Pope Silvester in the early years of his reign, dating the event
to 5814 from the Creation of the World, which coincides with 321/322
AD. It is interesting to note that Theophanes, like George, attaches to
this information arguments against Eusebius’ account:

In this year, as some say, Constantine the Great together with his son
Crispus was baptized in Rome by Silvester. The inhabitants of Old Rome
preserve even today the baptismal font as evidence that he was baptized
in Rome by Silvester after the removal of the tyrants. The easterners, on
the other hand, claim that he was baptized on his death-bed in Nicomedia
by the Arian Eusebios of Nicomedia, at which place he happened to die.
They claim that he had deferred baptism in the hope of being baptized in
the river Jordan. In my view it is more likely to be true that he was bapti-
zed by Silvester in Rome and the decrees addressed to Miltiades that are
ascribed to him are Arian forgeries, since they were eager to win some
glory from this or else wanted to denigrate this completely pious emperor
by revealing in this fashion that he was not baptized, which is absurd and
false. For if he had not been baptized at the Council of Nicaea, he could
not have taken the holy sacraments nor joined in the prayers of the holy
Fathers, something that is most absurd both to say and to hold (transl.
Mango, Scott)*".

31 Theophanes, Chronographia AM 5814 (de Boor 1883: 17, 24-18, 10): Tovt®
@ €tel, O¢ paoci tveg, Kovotavtivog 0 péyag ovv Kpiono, @ vid avtod, &v Poun
Vo X Péotpov ERomtictn, mdg ol kuto TV TpesPutépay Pounv péxpt onpepov tov
Bamtiotipa Exovoy gig paptoupiav, dtt Vo TABéotpov €v Poun éporticdn peta v
avaipeotv T@v Topavvov. ol 8¢ katd TV avatoAnv &v Nukoundeig eaciv avtov mepl
Tov Oavotov Yo Evcefiov tod Nwwoundéwg Apetovod PefomticOor Evla kol ETuyev
avTOV KoymOTvoL. avaBodidpevog yap v, puciv, o Bantiopa, EAnilov &v ¢ Topdévn
BomtioOfjivar motapd. €potl 8¢ ainbéotepov gaivetar T Vmo XihPéotpov €v Poun
BePomticOon avtdv, kol oG En’ Gvopatt adTod Pepopévag dlataéels Tpog Midtiddnv
nemloouévac stvar Tolg Apelavoic, d6fuv &vieddev mepurolelcbat omovdalovcty
£awtolg, 1| Kol tov mavevoefii Paciiéo kakileww €0Elovoty, APAnTIGTOV dEIKVUVTES
gviedley, Omep GTOmOV E0TL Kol Wevdéc. &i yop ovk MV PePomTicpévoc &v Ti KoTd
Nikatav cuvod®, houdv 0vdE petelapPave tdv Ogiov pootnpimv, 00dE cuvndyeTo TOig
ayiolg Tatpdoty, Omep ATOTMOTATOV £0TL KOl AEYEWY KOl Ppovelv. dAlot 3¢ Apetavol Kol
“EAMvec d¢ vobov StaPéilovst tov péyav Kavetaviivov: yeddovton 8¢ kai ovtot.
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Theophanes also limits himself to information about the emperor’s
baptism, omitting other stories about Pope Silvester that are presented
in the Chronicle of George the Monk, but the author does not state
where he got this information from. Although Carl de Boor in his edi-
tion of Theophanes points in the margin to Alexander Monk’s work
De inventione sanctae Crucis (PG, vol. 87.3, col. 4068A), one of The-
ophanes’ main sources for this period, as the English translators of the
Chronography do,* in the place indicated by de Boor Alexander states:
‘Emiidoag o€ &1t £10¢ Ev kal pijvag OAYOLG TEPIENECEY APPOOTIQ TIV,
v N kai BomticOeic v Nucopndeio dmédavev, which is consistent with
the Eusebian tradition. Alexander, like Eusebius and 5" century histori-
ans, does not indicate by name who baptised Constantine. Theophanes
was an ardent defender of icons, living in the time of the Council of
Nicaea, so he did not necessarily learn the account of Constantine’s
Roman baptism from the Actus Silvestri. It is possible that Theoph-
anes found the information about the Roman baptism in the Acts of
the Council of Nicaea of 787, although a baptismal font preserved in
Rome, which the chronicler refers to, is not mentioned there.

Theophanes seems not so much to refer to the sources he has but
expresses a personal opinion (époi 6& dAnbéotepov paivetar), which is
unique in the pages of his Chronography.*® Moreover, in denying the
emperor’s baptism on his deathbed, he uses an argument similar to that
expressed by George the Monk: an unbaptised ruler could not partake
in the sacraments and pray with the bishops at the Council of Nicaea.
Did George, therefore, simply take over Theophanes’ opinion and de-
velop it in the pages of his Chronicle?

Although George was familiar with the work of Theophanes, it
seems not in its full version, but rather in an abridged version of the
epitome. With regard to the information about Constantine’s baptism in
Rome, the two sources differ significantly, both in terms of the chronol-
ogy and in the content of the information provided, so that Theopha-
nes’ abridged account certainly could not have been George’s source.
George places Constantine’s baptism immediately after the death
of his father, Constantius Chlorus, i.e. in 306, while Theophanes, as

2. Mango, Scott 1997: 32, n. 1.
3 Mango, Scott 1997: 33, n. 3.

199



Rafat Kosinski

mentioned above, places it 15 years later. What caused this difference?
George the Monk paid little attention to chronological issues, creating
a story that was more theological and moral than historical. Theopha-
nes, on the other hand, despite his many stumbling blocks in dating,
sought to produce a work par excellence annalistic and was aware that
Silvester only began his pontificate from 314 onwards*, so he could
not, as te bishop, baptised Constantine before that date. George was
not concerned with such nuances. It seems that the author’s aim was to
Christianise Constantine’s entire reign, making him in effect the first
Christian emperor and sanctioning all his policies.*

Byzantine Lives of Constantine

In 1987 Friedhelm Winkelmann published an attempted reconstruction
of the so-called Grundvita, the oldest Byzantine Vita Constantini, on
which later hagiographical texts on this ruler were based.*® The basis
for this reconstruction is the anonymous text BHG 366, which Win-
kelmann identifies as being written — at the latest — at the end of the
8™ century, and was probably written earlier, even in the 7" century.
The hagiographer gave here the following information concerning
Constantine’s baptism: ‘This thrice-blessed and [residing] among the
saints Constantine, the great emperor who appeared as the first Chris-
tian emperor, was baptised in Rome by Silvester, Archbishop of Rome,
after a vision of the holy and all-venerable Cross appeared to him from
God in the sky in Byzantium.’*” This information, devoid of detail, is

3 On Sylvester’s pontificate, see Pohlkamp 1995: 1905-1908.

35 George the Monk mentions in just one sentence the reign of Philip the Arab, who
was promoted as the first Christian emperor, see George the Monk (de Boor 1904:
465, 8-10). On the ascribed Christianity of Philip the Arab, see Eusebius of Caesarea,
Historia ecclesiastica V1, 34 (Schwartz, Mommsen 1999: 588, 25-590, 9) and Orosius,
Historia adversum paganos V11, 20 (Zangemeister 1889: 478, 10479, 6).

¢ Winkelmann 1987: 623-638.

37 Vita Constantini — Grundvita 11 (Winkelmann 1987: 633, 39-634, 43): obtog
(a010g) Toivuv O TpLopaKaplog Kot &v ayiolg (ayog) Kavotavtivog 0 péyog (Baciieng)
npdlog BV Kai ek (OV) TpdTog Xpiotavdy Paciiedoag (Bactledc) dvadeikvotar,
Boarticbeic &v avti) T Poun 1o Zirféotpov dpylemiokdmov Poung peto vy 0edbev
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similar in its brevity to the account of Theophanes, except the fact that
chronologically it links, like Malalas, the baptism of Constantine with
the vision of the cross. In this case, however, it seems that the author, in
reporting the vision ‘in Byzantium’,*® links the said vision with the Bat-
tle of Chrysopolis. It is therefore possible that the hagiographer based
his account precisely on Malalas’ information.

From the 9" century onwards, the information about Constantine’s
baptism in Rome at the hands of Pope Silvester becomes the main leit-
motif of hagiographical works on Constantine. The emphasis on the
Roman version of the emperor’s baptism is accompanied by a negation
of the Eusebian version, as we see already in Theophanes and George
the Monk. The rise in popularity of this version is linked to the devel-
opment of the idea of the sanctity of Constantine. This idea required
the removal of ambiguous or embarrassing information from accounts
of the emperor’s life.”” Deathbed baptism, long out of practice in the
9™ century, was at odds with the image of the saintly emperor, and the
Arian, heretical beliefs of the Bishop Eusebius further exacerbated the
whole issue, as in the reality of the 9™ century it meant that Constan-
tine himself was a heretic, which was incompatible with the idea of his
sanctity. To counter this charge, Byzantine authors presented apologies
of the ruler’s orthodoxy, and the version proclaiming Constantine’s
baptism at the beginning of his reign in Rome provided an opportunity
for them to defend this vision of sanctity, even if it necessarily involved
the promotion of a Roman bishopric.*

It is assumed that the description of George the Monk was used
by the anonymous author of the Vita Constantini preserved in Codex

deyybeioav avTd €v T® VPV TOD TIHIOL Kol TAVGENTOL 6TOVPoD Ontaciov (§v Td
Bulavtim).

3% The phrase év 1@ Bulovtie is a lesson from Vita BHG 366a that Winkelmann
considers to be older than the Vita BHG 365z.

3 Dagron 1996: 155-157.

4 Amerise 2005: 23 sees the reason for Photius’ silence about Constantine’s Roman
baptism in his very negative stance towards papal interference in Constantinople. This
is possible, although it should be borne in mind that the Bibliotheca was written before
Photius began to hold the patriarch office in 858 and before Constantinople’s relations
with Rome were exacerbated.
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Angelicus 22, published by Hans-Georg Opitz (BHG 365).*! Because
of this relationship, the Vita is usually dated to the late 9" or rather
10" century.* The anonymous author of the Vifa had at his disposal an
impressive set of historiographical works written in late antiquity, in-
cluding the Vita Constantini of Eusebius of Caesarea, the ecclesiastical
histories of Philostorgius, Socrates, Theodoret, the Historia tripartita
of Theodore the Lector, the work of Hesychius or the Epitome of ec-
clesiastical histories written in the early 7™ century. Despite the avail-
ability of numerous historical works, including the work of Eusebius,
the Vita describes the baptism of Constantine in a manner similar to the
account of George.* immediately following it with the stories inserted
by George about the dragon inhabiting the Capitolium, defeated by Sil-
vester (Vita 4)* and the Pope’s debate with the Jews (Vita 5-7).*° The
stories differ in some elements from the version of George the Monk,
especially the one concerning the debate, but they show a mutual de-
pendence. First of all, the arrangement of the stories taken from the Ac-
tus Silvestri is the same: first the description of Constantine’s baptism,
then the dragon story and finally the disputation with the Jews, whereas
in the Actus Silvestri the baptism of Constantine separates the dragon
story and the disputation.*® It should be noted, however, that the author
of the Vita Constantini gives the stories taken from the Actus one after
the other, while George separates the story of Constantine’s baptism
from the story of the dragon and the dispute with the Jews with a se-
ries of information taken from the Epitome of Theodore Lector. George
does not give the source of any of these three stories in his Chronicle.
Correctly grouping them into a single sequence in the Vita Constantini
might suggest the opposite relationship: George’s taking information
about the emperor’s baptism from the Vita.

A comparison of the two accounts, however, rules out such a rela-
tionship. The account contained in BHG 365 is much shorter than in the

4 Opitz 1934: 535-593.

42 Opitz 1934: 537.

 Vita Constantini (BHG 365) 3 (Opitz 1934: 546, 15-547, 19).

4 Vita Constantini (BHG 365) 4 (Opitz 1934: 547, 20-548, 7).

4 Vita Constantini (BHG 365) 5-6 (Opitz 1934: 548, 8-551, 28).

4 Actus Silvestri (Combefis 1600: 269-272 (tale of the dragon), 272-282 (baptism
of Constantine), 293-333 (dispute with the Jews).
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George’s Chronicle. The anonymous author removes from the descrip-
tion any elements that put Constantine in a negative light, such as the
emperor’s initial agreement to bathe in the blood of children.’ In the
account of the Vifa, the emperor immediately rejects the idea of such
a treatment as ‘something absurd.’*® The meeting between the emperor
and the Pope is also dealt with briefly in the Vita; the author removed
the dialogue between the two, including the issue concerning the im-
ages of the Apostles, which is present in the Chronicle.® In the Vita ac-
count, the emperor was simply healed as a result of his baptism,*® with-
out any description of the fish scales that fell off the emperor’s body
and remained in the baptistery.’’ Finally, George concludes the story
with information about the baptism of Constantine’s mother Helena,
his relatives and friends,*> whereas in the Vita not only Helena but also
Constantine’s son Crispus was baptised®®, which is the only Anonymus
information extending George’s account. Nor does the author of the
Vita use anti-Arian invectives; at the beginning of the passus concern-
ing Constantine’s baptism he merely states: ‘As regards his baptism,
some of the historians say that it occurred towards the end of his life.’
The possibility of George’s use of Vita should therefore be excluded.
Another anonymous Vita Constantini dating to the 2" half of the 9
century, published by Michelangelo Guidi (BHG 364),% also repeats
the account of Constantine’s baptism known from the Chronicle of

47 George the Monk, Chronicon, Codex Coislinianus 305, f. 219v (de Boor 1904:
485, 7-12).

# Opitz 1934: 546, 25: kol t® Tpdypatog dromnuatt. A situation in which it is ne-
cessary for the health of the emperor to shed the innocent blood of children is also
described as absurd by Actus Silvestri (Combefis 1600: 274: koi ndg ovk dromdv
€ott). However, this sentence is not found in the Codex Parisinus manuscript gr. 513
(on f. 82rB — the sentence ending in the Combefis edition with the word kéxnke is
followed by the sentence beginning with iva). However, a sentence absent from this
manuscript appears in the manuscript Codex Parisinus gr. 1448, f. 6rA.

4 Codex Coislinianus 305, f. 219v (de Boor 1904: 486, 10487, 3).

0 Opitz 1934: 547, 10-14.

S George the Monk, Chronicon, Codex Coislinianus 305, f. 219v (de Boor 1904:
487, 5-6).

52 Codex Coislinianus 305, f. 219v (de Boor 1904: 487, 18-20).

3 Opitz 1934: 547, 17-19.

¥ Guidi 1907: 306-340, 637-660.
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George the Monk, placing the event chronologically after Constantine’s
victory over Maxentius in 312, which does not agree with the dating of
either Theophanes or George the Monk, but is close to the account of
John Malalas, but the latter reports Constantine’s victory over the bar-
barians, not Maxentius. The Vita’s account® of the circumstances of the
baptism is very close to that of George’s but includes many elements
absent from the Chronicle, found in the pages of the Actus Silvestri:
the precise identification of Constantine’s illness, which was unknown
to George, as a type of leprosy called elephantiasis,’® the presence of
Persian healers®’; Constantine’s rejection of the doctor’s help after the
night vision of the Apostles,”® Emperor’s preparation for baptism by
fasting.*® In addition, there is information in the Vita, absent from either
the Greek version of the Actus Silvestri or the pages of the Chronicle
of George the Monk, that Constantine’s son Crispus was baptised along
with the ruler.®’ Instead, this information is present in the Vita BHG 365
and in the Chronography of Theophanes. On the other hand, George

5 Vita Constantini (BHG 364) (Guidi 1907: 324, 27-329, 20).

6 Guidi 1907: 325, 2: &ig éhepavtiknv Asinpo ~ Actus Silvestri, Codex Parisinus
gr. 513, f. 81vB ~ Combefis 1600: 273: élepavtiki] Aénpa. This is how Constantine’s
illness was already referred to in the Latin version of the Actus Silvestri, see Pohlkamp
1984: 380, n. 91, who quotes version A(1): elephantiae a deo lepra percussus est. Po-
hlkamp (1984: 381) believes that the author of the Actus is referring here to Egyptian
leprosy (elephantiae lepra), the treatment of which in the case of an Egyptian ruler was
described by Pliny, who reports that a pool in the royal baths was filled with warm hu-
man blood for this purpose, Pliny the Elder, Naturalis historia 26, 7-8 (Mayhoff 1897:
176, 12—-14).

57 Guidi 1907: 325, 5: éx Iepoidog dybévieg Euneipot tig totpikiic téyvng ~ Ac-
tus Silvestri, Codex Parisinus gr. 513, f. 81vB ~ Combefis 1600: 273: oi éx [lepoidog
aybévteg gumepol thg iatpikilg €monung); the bloodbath ritual on the Capitolium
(Guidi 1907: 325, 11: év 1@ Kanetokio ~ Actus Silvestri, Codex Parisinus gr. 513,
f. 82rA and Codex Parisinus gr. 1448, f. 5vB: Konet@lov ~ Combefis 1600: 273:
Kangtoiiov).

8 Guidi 1907: 327, 7-12 ~ Actus Silvestri, Codex Parisinus gr. 513, f. 83rA ~ Com-
befis 1600: 276.

% Guidi 1907: 328, 4-6: 0 8¢ poaxapog kol Gylog LidPeotpog mta Huépag @
Bocthel ynoteiav knpv&ag e0AOYNOEY AVTOV, KOl TOWGAG KOTNXOVLEVOV AmiAey A’
00tod ~ Actus Silvestri, Codex Parisinus gr. 513, f. 83vAB ~ Combefis 1600: 279-280.

80 Guidi 1907: 328, 28-329, 1: éanticOn 8¢ obv avtd kai Kpicmog 6 mpdTog
viog avtod. Theophanes, Chronographia AM 5814 (de Boor 1883: 17, 24-28):
Koveotavtivog 6 péyag ovv Kplong, t@ vi® adtod...

204



A Few Remarks on the Description of the Baptism...

the Monk gives information that is present in the Actus Silvestri and
absent from the Vita: Pope Silvester comes to the Emperor from the
‘Mount Serapios’®'; the Pope explains to the ruler that Peter and Paul
are not gods but servants of the one God®?; the bringing of the image
of the Apostles by a deacon,® while in the Vita by the Pope himself.*

Finally, the author of the Vita reports that ‘we have heard it from
reverent men, that in Old Rome to this very day they preserve the bap-
tistery as evidence that Constantine the Great was baptised in Rome’.%
This information is present in almost the same form in Theophanes’
Chronographia (‘The inhabitants of Old Rome preserve even today the
baptismal font as evidence that he was baptized in Rome by Silvest-
er’%). The Vita therefore shares elements not only with the Chronicle of
George the Monk but also with the work of Theophanes.

¢ Codex Coislinianus 305, f. 219r ~ de Boor 1883: 486, 5: ék 100 Zepomiov (or
Zepaneiov) dpovg ~ Actus Silvestri, Codex Parisinus gr. 513, f. §82vB—83rA ~ Combefis
1600: 277: év 1® Zopoantivé.

¢ Codex Coislinianus 305, f. 219v ~ de Boor 1883: 486, 15-18: nueig &va Beov
&yopev momTiv odpavod ki yic, ov Iétpog kol IMadrog Sodlot yviciol Tvyydvovsty
~ Actus Silvestri, Codex Parisinus gr. 513, f. 83rA ~ Combefis 1600: 277: TTétpog kai
[Madrog, Oeol ovk giciv, AAAL doDAOL iy TOD OcoD.

% Codex Coislinianus 305, f. 219v ~ de Boor 1883: 486, 19-21: kai mapaypfjuo
kehevoog 6 Eniokonog 1@ 10im Stakdve Eveykelv Ta otndapLe TOV OLOIOUATOV OVTMY
&v oaviow ~ Actus Silvestri, Codex Parisinus gr. 513, f. 83rB ~ Combefis 1600: 278:
0 ZilBeotpog Ekélevoey 1@ dlokOVE avTod Kopioat Tag idéag avTMdVY.

#  Guidi 1907: 327, 25-26: v &7 t6c &ikdvag e0OVg 6 iepbpyng Eyxelpicog @
Boowiel. Kazhdan 1987: 231-232.

% Vita Constantini (BHG 364) (Guidi 1907: 329, 2—-7): Aéyetar 6€ mpog mAnpopopiov
10D Beiov Poanticparog adTod Kol T0DT0, OG TaPd AvOpDY PAevcoePdg aknrkdapey, dtt
Koto TV TtpecPutépav Pounv péxpt onpepov tov Pomtiotiipa Egovcty gig poptupiov
6t OO 10D €v Aylolg mTaTPOG UMY Kol OIKOVHEVIKOD S10acKAAOL ZIAMBEGTPOL O péyag
Kavotavtivog év 1] Poun éfoanticdn... Cf. Kazhdan 1987: 239, who regards the re-
ference to the extant baptistery as an attempt to ‘scientifically’ argue for the thesis of
Constantine’s baptism in Rome.

% Theophanes, Chronographia AM 5814 (de Boor 1883: 17, 25-27): g oi katd TV
npecPutépav Pouny péypt onuepov 1ov fantiotijpa £xovotv €ig paptupiov, 8Tt KO
TirBéotpov €v Poun éPantictn... Constantine’s baptistery in Rome is also reported in
the Liber Pontificalis 34, 13 (Duchesne 1886: 174): Fontem sanctum, ubi baptizatus est
Augustus Constantinus. On this issue see Dolger 1913: 422-426.
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The anonymous author goes on to report that ‘those who dwell in
the East, Arian-minded persons holding false beliefs’,*” proclaim a ver-
sion of the Emperor’s baptism on his deathbed at the hands of the Arian
Eusebius of Nicomedia. Here the author develops Theophanes’ infor-
mation (ot 8¢ katd TV AvatoAnv), explaining that the emperor’s ver-
sion of baptism on his deathbed has Arian provenance. The author of
the Vita concludes this information with a personal note, for he writes
in the 1% person:

But remove the object of their frivolity from their vain and diabolical
imaginings! This is not how the truth is, ye mad and senseless people!
Nay, to me the notion of his having been baptised by the blessed Sylvester
in the older Rome seems nearer the truth, and it does indeed cling fast to
the truth, and I accept it and unhesitatingly believe it as something safer
and secure, and I testify this to everyone, that the regulations which are
attributed to Miltiades are inventions found in the writings of the Arians
who are eager to claim some credit for themselves from them, who also
want to slander the all-reverent emperor Constantine by showing him as
an unbaptised person, which indeed is unworthy of belief and untrue.

This is followed by an argument almost identical to the one we
know from the message of George the Monk:

for if he had not been baptised, then he could not have taken part in the
holy sacraments at the Council of Nicaea, nor could he have joined the
meeting with the holy fathers, which it is as absurd to think as to say.
(transl. Beetham).®®

7 Vita Constantini (BHG 364) (Guidi 1907: 329, 21-22): Oi 8¢ kotd. TV GvoTornv
oikodvteg Kakddo&ot dpetavoppovec... It is possible that the author of the Vita com-
bined the above account of Theophanes with another passus from his work, where
he reports that a version about Constantine’s baptism in Nicomedia proclaims: ‘some
Arians’, see Theophanes, Chronographia AM 5828 (de Boor 1883: 33, 19): &g twvég
pacw Apelavippovec.... However, the reverse dependence is also possible.

88 Vita Constantini (BHG 364) (Guidi 1907: 329, 25-330, 13): &A\’ Gmaye tiig
potoiog avt®v Kol StePfolkils EPovicE®g TOV ANpdon okomov: ovk £€el ovtmg
1N aAnbeto, depoveg Kol avontot. Euoi 8¢ aAnbéotepov paivetat TO VIO ToD pokapiov
Yuéotpov &v Poun i npecPutépa PePomticOon adtov, dmep kol dindeiog Exeton,
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The Vita Constantini contains information present in the works of
both Theophanes and George the Monk. The Vifa’s narrative, however,
is more elaborate than the works of the two historiographers, not only
giving a more detailed account of the information given in the Actus
Silvestri, but also adding a number of rhetorical elements, using numer-
ous invectives, including calling those proclaiming the view of Con-
stantine’s baptism on his deathbed as ‘mad and senseless’ people.® In
other parts of his work, the author uses equally strong and even harsher
language, especially towards pagans.” Since the two sources also show
significant differences in other stories they report, such as in their de-
scriptions of the proceedings of the Council of Nicaea, the interdepend-
ence of the author of the Vita and George the Monk, who probably drew
on a common source independently of each other, must be excluded.

The Greek version of the Actus Silvestri appears to have been
widely known and widely used during the period in which George the
Monk was writing. A direct reference to the Actus Silvestri is found in
another Vita Constantini, published by Francois Halkin (BHG 365n),
who also dates it to the 9™ century.”! Referring to the baptism of the
Emperor, the anonymous author informs here: ‘Anyone who wishes
to study in detail these events in sequence, should turn to the Vita of
our father among the saints Silvester, who was bishop in Rome at the
time, by whom Constantine was judged worthy of holy baptism, where
a fuller account will be found. Because of the length of the story I have

Kol Gmodéyopon To0T0 Kol AdIoTAKTMG TOTEL® OG AcPuAéoTtepov Kol BéPatov, kai
ndot To0to dwpaptipopat, Ot TAG En’ GVOHOTL ADTOD QEPOUEVAS BaTAEES TTPOG
M\tédng nemhoouévag etvar Top’ Apelavoic, doxav viedbey onovdilovieg Eavtoig
nmepuromoancbol, ol kol tov moavevoept] Paciiéo Kovotaviivov kakilew €0éhovoty
apantictov Setkvivieg, dmep Eotiv dmoTov Kol Wevdic &l yap ovk v PePanticpévoc,
&v 1 kotd Nikawov cuvod® lowmov ovde peteldpfave tdv Beiov pootpiov, ovde
GUVNPYETO TOIG (1Yi01g maTpAot, Omep GTomOV E6TL KO PPOVELV KOl AEYELV.

% Guidi 1907: 330, 2: Gopoveg kol dvontot.

0 Guidi 1907: 325, 7-9: oi dvociovpyol koi Toig 0TV payyoveiog co@ol
gmonuiopevot kol tod dwforov vracmiotal yvnowwtoatol "EAAnves...; Guidi 1907:
325, 14-16: & tijc t@v EAMvev epevoPfrofeioag, pdilov 8¢ tijv dnaviporiog Kol
afeitepiog...; Guidi 1907: 325, 20: oi xaxol kol mapdepoves "EAAnvec.

I Halkin 1959: 63-107.
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omitted it’ (transl. Vermes).”” Since neither George the Monk nor the
author of the Vita Constantini, BHG 364, refer explicitly to the Actus
Silvestri in their accounts, the author of the Vifa published by Halkin
must himself have had the aforementioned Pope’s Life in his hands,
which confirms its widespread use in this period.

Conclusions

Wilhelm Pohlkamp put forward the concept of an early composition
of the Actus Silvestri, placing its creation in the early 5" century.”
This concept has met with a rather cool reception from scholars. Garth
Fowden considered that the work could be dated to the mid-5" century
at the earliest.”* Indeed, the earliest testimonies referring to the Actus
Silvestri date back to the late 5 and early 6™ centuries.” The so-called
Decretum Gelasianum mentions that the Actus Silvestri was read in the
churches of Rome.” The dating of this document is, however, uncer-
tain, although it is assumed that the fourth part of the Decretum, in
which the Actus Silvestri is mentioned, dates from the late 5" century
or the 1% half of the 6™ century.”’ Tessa Canella identifies the period
of unrest in Rome associated with the Laurentian schism during the
pontificate of Pope Symmachus as the time when the legend associated

2 Vita Constantini (BHG 365n) 5 (Halkin 1959: 80, 49-53): Ta 8¢ tobtwv £Efg €l T1g
Bovotto peta axpiPeiog yvadvor, nt tov fiov tod v ayiolg matpog Nudv ZiAféotpov,
néma Popmg 1o mvikodta drdpyoviog, v’ o kai 10d dyiov Pamticpotog HEGOM,
g0V hemtopepéatepov gbprioet. ‘HUElG yap i 70 ToD AOYOL Ui|KOG TODTO TOPTKOLEVY.
Kazhdan 1987: 239 considers that the author of this Vita deliberately minimises Sylve-
ster’s involvement in the conversion and baptism of the emperor, while emphasising the
involvement of a certain Euphratas in the emperor’s conversion.

> Pohlkamp 1992: 181-183.

" Fowden 1994a: 154-155; Fowden 1994b: 274-284. The author believes that the
Actus originated in Rome, but that some elements of it may have come from the East.

5 Canella 2013: 246. Fowden 1994a: 154 emphasises that Actus appears in Roman
sources after 500, while it is known in the East at the latest around 526.

" Decretum Gelasianum 4 (Thiel 1868: 460): Item actus beati Silvestri apostolicae
sedis praesulis, licet ejus qui conscripsit nomen ignoretur, a multis tamen in urbe Ro-
mana catholicis legi cognovimus, et pro antiquo usu multae hoc imitantur ecclesiae.

77 Mimouni 2011: 250.
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with Pope Silvester became widespread, linking to the early 6" century
the emergence of texts aimed at exonerating Symmachus from charges
brought against him by his opponents, including the so-called Consti-
tutum Silvestri, while also pointing to the growing importance of dea-
cons in the Roman Church.”® In a recent article, Eckhard Wirbelauer
puts forward some additional arguments in favour of the thesis that
the Actus Silvestri was written in the late 5" or early 6™ centuries. He
points out that the pagan world is depicted in the pages of the work in
a caricatured manner, which would not have been possible in the early
5™ century, but completely acceptable in the second half of this century.
He also states that the Latin version B of Acfus emphasises the role of
deacons in the Roman community, which corresponds to the reality of
the late 5™ and early 6™ centuries, when the successor to the deceased
Pope came from a group of seven deacons.” Finally, in the Actus, the
emperor is referred to as Augustus, imperator, princeps, but also as rex,
which does not correspond to the Latin imperial nomenclature, as does
the use of the adjective regius. However, the use of such a nomencla-
ture was already possible in the era of Theodoric’s rule of Italy.

If we assume, following Wirbelauer, that both versions of the Actus
originated in Rome within a relatively short interval of time precisely
during this period® and were rapidly spread to the East, it is possible
to hypothesise that the fast development of the legend associated with
Pope Silvester, above all in Syria, had to do with the propaganda offen-
sive of the papacy during the Acacian schism. During this period, the
popes maintained lively relations with opponents of Emperor Anasta-
sius’ religious policy in the East.’! One such centre that supported the
policy of the bishops of Rome was the monastery of the Acoemetae.
During the period of the Acacian schism, the monks of this monastery

8 Canella 2013: 246.

7 Wirbelauer 2021: 83—-108. In the Actus, Pope Miltiades ordains Sylvester as a de-
acon according to Latin version B, and according to A as a presbyter.

8 Wirbelauer 2021: 92 emphasises that version B is a shorter redaction of the Actus,
but is not a summary of version A. Levison 1924: 200-214 already recognised that
both versions of the Actus came from the pen of the same author, whom the researcher
identified with Arnobius the Younger.

81 Kazhdan 1987: 239 considers that Actus was used in the 6" century in the struggle
between the papacy and Constantinople.
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not only denied the policies of Anastasius, but also actively produced
apocryphal texts in support of Chalcedonian Definition, such as the
false correspondence of the western bishops with Peter the Fuller,*
which would be consistent with Fausto Parente’s hypothesis that the
Actus had an eastern origin.** The aforementioned use of the title rex in
the Actus may also support the thesis of the Greek origin of the legend.
Indeed, the Greek term Pacthetg is both the equivalent of the Latin rex
and Augustus.

However, the Greek translation of the Actus did not gain real popu-
larity until after the Second Council of Nicaea,* which may be related
to the negation of the institutional role of the emperor in the Church
during the iconoclasm era. During this period, the idea of Constantine’s
individual and personal holiness not resulting from the mere exercise
of imperial power was contrasted with the idea of the emperor-priest
standing at the head of the Church and deciding not only organisational
but also theological questions.®> Emphasising Constantine’s personal
holiness led to the elimination of elements from the emperor’s biogra-
phy that cast a shadow over his sanctity, such as the baptism granted at
the hands of a heretic on his deathbed.

As was the case during the Acacian schism, the papacy during the
iconoclastic disputes appeared in the East as a stronghold of ortho-
doxy independent of imperial power.**Emphasising the pope’s role as
the guardian of orthodoxy in opposition to the heretical emperor led to
a renewed recourse to the legend portraying the pope as the guide of
the first Christian emperor on the road to sainthood, thus postulating
the emulation of Constantine by contemporary rulers. The independent
accounts of George the Monk and a number of Vitae of Constantine
(Grundvita, BHG 364, 365n), and perhaps the perfunctory information
of Theophanes, attest to the immense popularity of the legend from the

82 Grillmeier, Hainthaler 2004: 265-277.

8 Parente 1978: 878-897. Already Leclercq 1914: 2686-2686 put forward the con-
jecture that the Actus Silvestri could not have originated in Rome, but in the East.

8 Canella 2013: 246 links the development of the legend’s popularity in the East to
a letter from Pope Hadrian to Constantine VI and Irene.

% Dagron 1996: 169-200.

8 Chadwick 2003: 71-76.
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second half of the 8" century onwards and the authors’ hostile attitude
towards the version of the baptism given by Eusebius of Caesarea.

Hagiographical and historiographical works in this period share
a number of common motifs concerning Constantine’s baptism, al-
though establishing their interdependence or chronology poses con-
siderable difficulties. Both the Vita BHG 364 and Theophanes report
the existence in their time (uéypt onfuepov) of Constantine’s baptis-
tery in Rome. The author of the FVita further emphasises that he heard
this information from ‘reliable people’ (O¢ Tapd AvOPOY PIAELGEPDG
axnroapev). It is possible that this is merely a rhetorical phrase, used
to increase the credibility of this information, but it is also possible
that Theophanes took a similar formulation from this Vita or a common
source. The Vita BHG 364 also gives other information that appears in
the Chronography. Both sources report writings related to Pope Miltia-
des to be forged, with Theophanes mentioning Constantine’s letter to
this Pope, while the Vita mentions ‘regulations’ attributed to Miltiades.
These sources also mention that Constantine’s son Crispus was bap-
tised along with the father.

The concise entry of Theophanes admittedly corresponds to the
information about the emperor’s baptism interpolated to the letter of
Pope Hadrian in the Greek Acts of the Council of Nicaea or present in
the Grundvita, but the personal opinion of the author of the Vita BHG
364, who considered the version proclaiming Constantine’s baptism in
Rome rather than in Nicomedia to be more credible, which is also pre-
sented in Theophanes, leads us to accept the hypothesis that Theopha-
nes used this very Vita.

Given the significant differences, however, it does not appear that
George the Monk, who seems to have used the Actus Silvestri directly,
drew his information from BHG 364. A wider familiarity with this work
in the 9" century is confirmed by the Vita BHG 365n. Both Theophanes
and George the Monk as well as the author of the Vita BHG 364 use
a similar argumentation to negate the deathbed version of Constantine’s
baptism, which may also suggest a dating of the latter to the late 8™
and early 9" centuries. The Chronicle of George the Monk probably
popularised the legend associated with Pope Silvester to some extent in
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Byzantium, as evidenced by the Vita BHG 365 and, with its Slavonic
translation, in the Balkans and Rus.
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