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The Victorious Signs of Constantine:
A Reappraisal

PATRICK BRUUN

[PLAaTES 17-19]

THE CONSTANTINIAN SIGNS

THE Constantinian signs discussed in the text below are,' generally speaking,
a series of signs and designs preserved by different kinds of sources from
different periods of time, differently interpreted, and identified with the
heavenly signs reported to have been observed by the emperor Constantine
before the impending battle of the Milvian bridge on 28 October Ap 312
outside the walls of Rome. Constantine’s victory made him master of the
western part of the Roman empire. At the same time it was a victory for
Christianity as literary sources fairly close to the event testify (Lactantius and
Eusebius). All this is common knowledge, well established. However, there
is doubt concerning the shape of the heavenly sign observed by the emperor,
a sign which, according to Lactantius (de mortibus 44.5), Constantine
transversa X littera, summo capite circumflexo, Christum in scutis notat.
Eusebius in his Church history confirms that there was a sign (Hist. Eccl.
1X.9.10: ro6 owryplov tpdmarov mdfovs, and IX.9.11 rodre 1 cwrnprdde
onuelw), without describing it in detail. Only later, in Vita Constantini, does
he testify to a heavenly vision of a sign and of an inscription ‘rodrw vika’
(1.28), but the context is different and the location somewhere in Gaul.
However, Eusebius continues and describes a military standard (labarum)
which he had seen with his own eyes. On the top of the standard, above the
drapery, was a wreath within which were two letters referring to Christ
(obviously the Greek X (chi) and P (rho); the X was located with its centre in

! This paper was read at the meeting of the Royal Numismatic Society, 12 December 1994.
Its revision for publication has been delayed by the author’s ill health. He is grateful to Dr John
Kent for his assistance with regard to the coin material. When the paper was written, RIC X had
not yet been published. Dr Roger Bland of the British Museum read and adjusted the original
text, and eliminated errors of numismatic relevance. The following abbreviations have been
used:

AIRF Acta Instituti Romani Finlandiae, vol. 1, 1-2. Sylloge Inscriptionum Christianarum
Veterum Musei Vaticani, ed. Henrik Zilliacus (Helsinki, 1963): 1. Textus, 2.
Commentarii.

ICVR Inscriptiones Christianae Veteres Urbis Romae, ed. G. B. de Rossi, I (Rome, 1857-63).

SICV  Sylloge Inscriptionum Christianarum Veterum, see AIRF.
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PLATE 17

BRUTUN. CONSTANTINIAN SIGNS (1)
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