An exploration of the relationship between the Senate and the religious beliefs of the Roman Empire: A comparative approach to the Deeds of Augustus and the Life of Constantine, considering changes to societies’ views on, and interaction with, religion. 

This paper will explore the religious beliefs of the Roman Empire during the reign of Augustus and Constantine, showing a comparison between these times. Augustus reigned (27 BCE) when Rome was at its peak of power and had a complex system of religious beliefs made up of many cults collected from many different cultures. Constantine ruled later on (306 AD), when Rome’s Empire had declined a little, and as Christianity took hold as the primary religion in Rome. This paper will look at how such religious beliefs were initially formed and how they developed, changed, adapted, and at times disappeared, and what influenced this. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]There will be a specific focus upon the involvement of the Senates during these periods, looking at their role within society and their power to influence practices culturally.  It will be necessary to consider all influences upon the development and eradication of religious beliefs at that time, but particular consideration will be given to the role of the Senate in these changes to societies’ views and interaction with religions. To understand this fully, it will be necessary to look into why and how the Senate chose to support or influence changes to some beliefs, whilst potentially impacting in a negative manner towards other religious beliefs. 
In 44BCE, Julius Caesar was assassinated by a large group of senators who believed Caesar’s actions upon ruling the Empire were becoming more king-like.[footnoteRef:1] This was problematic as Romans did not like kings as they saw them as tyrants. Caesar had proclaimed himself as both consul and dictator, these positions would usually have been temporary[footnoteRef:2], however, he took them for life and this was seen as a tyrannical move, hence he was assassinated.   [1:  Potter 2014: 168]  [2:  BBC, 2014 ] 

What resulted from Caesar's death was the formation of a Second Triumvirate which would later dissolve with claims of betrayal[footnoteRef:3], causing a mass purge of the upper classes which saw the executions of more than three thousand[footnoteRef:4] (this included elites such as Cicero and other members of the senate who were deemed disloyal), and the eruption of civil war.  [3:  Potter 2014: 173]  [4:  Potter 2014: 173] 

What arose from this chaos was the beginning of emperors; a system where one man had vast control over the empire, but still had to abide by the rule of the people. This rule of the people was delivered via the Senate. The Senate was, made up of male representatives from the most powerful families, some of whom were patrician and others plebeian; these were appointed by the consuls (chief-magistrates).[footnoteRef:5] At the start of Augustus’ rule, the Senate were nine-hundred strong, but he quickly cut these numbers down to six-hundred.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Lesaffer 2009: 23]  [6:  Grant 2004: 11] 

Augustus, having been granted supreme authority by the Senate to end the civil war, became the first Emperor of Rome. When Augustus became Emperor, he made sure to hide the extent of his power behind reforms. By doing this, Augustus was able to avoid presenting himself as a tyrant, hence avoiding the fate of his adoptive father before him. 
More importantly to this paper, are the reforms and legislations that Augustus put in place while in power. These legislations and reforms were primarily focussed upon bringing the Roman people back to their traditional belief systems, which encouraged them to be more pious.[footnoteRef:7] This is important as a development in the Roman world because their cultural strength was not measured with progress, but rather how well their traditions were preserved. This is why, even though the Senate did not particularly like the Jewish religion they respected it, as it was seen as an ancient religion. The Senate allowed Jews to take part in their own festivals, waiving conscription due to its conflict with regards to their beliefs. The Senate also punished those who stole from the Jewish holy temples. [footnoteRef:8] [7:  Potter 2014: 182]  [8:  Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 14.228; 14.225-7; 16.162-5. trans. Valerie M. Warrior in Roman Religion A Sourcebook.] 

An important aspect that was used to remind Romans of their traditions was the use of the state official calendar. The calendar each month was dedicated to a different God, and around these Gods specific days were set aside for religious festivals and practices. These days were important as they acted as holidays for the Roman people, regulating business days and religious festivals throughout the year.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Warrior 2002: 56] 

The ‘Deeds of Augustus’ written by Augustus[footnoteRef:10] himself, provides a list of accomplishments that Augustus had achieved throughout his life, ranging from rebuilding of temples, to grand performances he put on for the Roman people. Within the ‘Deeds of Augustus’, great care is taken in representing the importance given to the Senate with regard to decision making.  [10:  Augustus, Deeds of Augustus. trans. Thomas Bushnell in Classics.mit.edu.] 

With Augustus' death in 14 AD, the Senate declared him to be a god. The deification of emperors is important as it saw the deceased emperor gaining the title of ‘Divus’, a temple with a priest dedicated to that temple to pay homage to them, and annual public offerings were to be made to the deceased deified emperors. The deification of emperors was down to the Senate, with unpopular emperors not being deified. The Senate was also in charge of making sure that only deceased deified emperors were worshipped as gods, and not living ones.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Rives 2014: 150 ] 

There are two-hundred and ninety-two years between the end of Augustus' reign and the beginning of Constantine's reign, in this period the Roman Empire changes from having one sole emperor to having four co-emperors. What also appears during this time period is that there were various prosecutions by different emperors on a variety of religious groups, more specifically, Jews and Christians.  
During the reign of Diocletian, the Roman Empire was spilt up into four districts. These districts were run by co-emperors, who received the names of Caesar and Augustus depending on the area they ruled, their presence allowed Diocletian to retire as Emperor (something that no emperor had ever done before).[footnoteRef:12] However, when Diocletian did retire, he still maintained significant influence over the Roman Empire, even coming out of retirement for a short period in 308 AD to solve a dispute between his co-emperors. He retired once again after this incident and later passed away in 312 AD still being an influential man. [footnoteRef:13] [12:  Potter 2014: 295]  [13:  Potter 2014: 296-297 ] 

The four co-emperors, and the districts they individually governed, were Maximinus (Caesar) who ruled from Dardenaelles to Egypt, Constantine's father, Constantius (Augustus), who ruled in Gaul and Britain, but in 306 AD passed away while on campaign with Constantine in North England, Constantine, upon his father death, was named the new co-emperor (Augustus).  Severus (Caesar) ruled over Italy, Africa and Spain, but was later overthrown by Maxentius a year after Constantine gained emperorship, and finally Galerius (Augustus) who ruled the Balkan provinces but later gave power to Licinius in 308 AD. 
Tension between the new co-emperors occurred, and with the death of Galerius in 311 AD, the surviving co-emperors allied with each other against one another; Constantine allied with Licinius, and Maximinius allied with Maxentius. What arose from this was a conflict that saw the end of both Maxentius, who was killed in battle against Constantine, and Maximinius, who committed suicide when he realized he could not win against Licinius.[footnoteRef:14]   [14:  Potter 2014: 299-300 ] 

The Battle of Milvan Bridge in 312 AD, between Constantine and Maxentius, is significant as it is the point in which it could be argued that a “pagan” Constantine converted to Christianity.[footnoteRef:15]  It is said that while Constantine was preparing for battle he became uneasy about the task at hand,[footnoteRef:16] which was to invade Italy and reclaim the city of Rome, so Constantine took to praying, asking for guidance from the sun God. From this prayer, Constantine is said to have received a message from the Christian God in the shape of a cross made of light in the sky, with the words “by this conquer” next to it. Upon seeing this, Constantine commanded his men to copy the symbol, of the cross he saw, onto their shields to protect, during battle, against the enemy. This account is interesting, as it comes from Constantine's biography (Life of Constantine)[footnoteRef:17] that is supposed to retell his life and his personal experiences. The biography itself was written during Constantine's life and completed after his death by Bishop Eusebius of Caesarea, many years after the Battle of Milvan Bridge itself.  However, this recount might have come from Constantine many years after the battle, but polytheistic writers of the time, before and after the battle, say that from the prayer that Constantine made to the sun god, showed that he had trust in the mens divina (divine mind); who the divine mind is at the time is not verified. This is perhaps due to the army that Constantine was commanding being traditional believers of the Roman Gods and thus Constantine avoid verification to maintain his army support.[footnoteRef:18]  [15:  Rome: Rise and Fall of an Empire 2008: 21:40-22:05; Potter 2014: 297-298]  [16:  Rome: Rise and Fall of an Empire 2008: 20.00-20.25 ]  [17:  Eusebius, Life of Constantine, volume one, 28-29. trans. Richardson, in Fordham University Internet Medieval Sourcebook.  ]  [18:  Potter 2014: 297; ] 

Just praying, perhaps compared to the way Maxentius sought advice for the coming battle, might be seen as a less traditional Roman approach to seeking advice from the divine. The way Maxentius prepared for battle, and the conformation that the Gods were on his side, was by taking the advice of his priest, who read sheep entrails, while separately seeking guidance from the Sibylline Oracles. These oracles were a collection of books that were used in a time of need, and from these oracles Maxentius is told ‘an enemy of Rome will die today’, from this he decides that he will meet Constantine in battle.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Rome: Rise and Fall of an Empire 2008: 18.30-19.55] 

These sources are relevant as from Constantine's victory at the Battle of Milvan Bridge, the Roman Senate commissioned the ‘Arch of Constantine’ (completion 315 AD) which depicts the Roman gods and celebrates Constantine's victory.  One could question, at this point, as to why did the Roman Senate commission a monument depicting Roman Gods for a Christian emperor? This can be perhaps answered by the fact that many Senators still worshipped the Roman Gods[footnoteRef:20] and that the early accounts of the battle does not mention Constantine confirming his belief in the Christian God, but just simply states the divine mind.[footnoteRef:21]     [20:  Fox 1988: 620]  [21:  Potter 2014: 297; Latin Panegyrics 12.2.4-5; trans. Rodgers, in Rome in the Ancient World From Romulus to Justinian ] 

In 313 AD the two remaining Emperors meet at Milan, and the Roman Empire was divided into two halves, with Constantine ruling in the west, while Licinius would rule in the east. To maintain their alliance Licinius married Constantine's half-sister, Constantia. Between the two Emperors they agreed to stop the persecution against Christians with the Edict of Milan. The Edict of Milan is sufficient, as it does not just stop prosecution against Christians, but it also allows tolerance to all religions.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Ed. Noel Lenski 2005: 121-122] 

Seven years after this treaty Constantine has Licinius killed on the charges of conspiracy. This enabled Constantine to gain control over the whole Roman Empire. The accomplishments achieved by Constantine in his lifetime are convoyed in his biography, including battles he engaged in under the protection of the Christian God to how he helped develop the Christian religion by building churches. It also talks about the creation of making Constantinople a Christian city and the force used to get rid of other religious practices in Constantinople.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Eusebius, Life of Constantine] 

The creation of a fully Christian city, formed by the Roman Emperor, who willingly destroyed ‘pagan’ religions within its domain, brings forward the question of how the Roman Senate, who were variously ‘pagan’, could support such a man with his religious policies. It is said in Constantine's biography, that after Constantine's death the Roman people were devastated by his passing and that the Roman Senate commissioned paintings in his memory, representing the heavens, and even requested that Constantine's body be returned to Rome where they could perform funeral rites.[footnoteRef:24] This is interesting, as Constantine spent very little time in Rome and was more occupied with Constantinople[footnoteRef:25] (the city in which he was buried).   [24:  Eusebius, Life of Constantine, 69. ]  [25:  Holloway 2004: ix ] 

What is also interesting is that the passage states that “all united in blessing the name of the deceased, as the one who was dear to God”[footnoteRef:26]; this is implying that the Roman Senate recognised this God as a deity. However, Tertullian, a Christian author writing in the 200 AD, talks about Emperor Tiberius (14 AD to 37AD) and how he believed in the Christian God, putting forward a report to the Senate that concerned Jesus. Emperors could not approve religions or deify gods without the Senate's permission, and so the report was rejected by the Senate because it would have confirmed the deification of this god, when in Rome it was not recognised as an official deity.[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Eusebius, Life of Constantine, 69. ]  [27:  Grant 2004: 97 ] 

The Christian God is unlikely to have been deified by the Roman Senate prior to Constantine's reign because of the vast persecution that both the Jewish and Christian communities came under, from a collection of previous Roman emperors.[footnoteRef:28] The most recent prior to Constantine's reign was the ‘Great Persecution’ that demanded Christians to recognize the Roman Gods and to make sacrifices to them; to not comply with these rules meant death.[footnoteRef:29] Diocletian even purged the Roman army of its Christian soldiers.[footnoteRef:30]   [28:  Warrior 2003: 166-169;175;183]  [29:  Potter 2014: 293-294; Rome: Rise and Fall of an Empire 2008: 5.30-6.15; Warrior 2003: 183 ]  [30:  Rome: Rise and Fall of an Empire 2008: 4.19-5.07] 

It is evident when comparing the Deeds of Augustus to the Life of Constantine that the Senate appears to be more prominent, during the life and time of Augustus, with concerns to religion, in comparison to their religious influence during Constantine's lifetime. This is perhaps because during Augustus' time the Roman Empire came under one ruler, whereas in Constantine's time the empire had been split apart between co-rulers, meaning that different advisory classes had been set up with the co-rulers.[footnoteRef:31] This saw alterations in policies and how seriously they were enforced throughout the Roman Empire depending where you were. An example of this can be found with the carrying out of the ‘Great Persecution’ where intensity varies depending on the province, the weakest was in the reign of Constantius, with the strongest being felt in the Eastern provinces under the reign of Diocletian.[footnoteRef:32] [31:  Humphries 2003: 7-8 ]  [32:  Potter 2014; 294] 

What should also be taken into consideration is that before the establishment of emperors the Roman Senate and elected Consuls (that were nominated by the Senate and elected by the people) were very much in control policies and, more specifically, Roman religion. This is evident by the way the Roman Senate dealt with mystery cults (these cults involved an initiation ceremony and rituals) such as the Cult of Bacchus that they saw as a political threat to their power in 186 BCE.[footnoteRef:33] To control this threat, they proclaimed that the Cult of Bacchus was forming a conspiracy and so placed restrictions on their worship, such as the number of participants and the erection of new shrines. [footnoteRef:34] [33:  Warrior 2002: 99]  [34:  Warrior 2002: 100; Livy 39.8.1-9.2; Livy 39.18.7-9. trans. Warrior in Roman Religion: A Sourcebook   ] 

It is important to remember that Roman religion was more based on orthopraxy rather than orthodoxy.[footnoteRef:35] During Roman times, you did not need to believe in the gods, all that mattered was the knowledge that the gods existed and you took part in the right practices and rituals that went along with the Roman religion, such as taking part in the festivals on the Roman calendar. The problem with Judaism and Christianity during late antiquity is that the religions are based on orthodoxy and deny the existence of other gods, stating that there is only one true God.[footnoteRef:36] This is not the only problem the Roman Senate have towards these religious groups, it is also the fact that some of their practices conflict with Roman ones; such as circumcision.[footnoteRef:37] The Romans saw it as wrong, and the drinking of the blood and eating of the body[footnoteRef:38] of Christ was seen as cannibalism and was not a practice taken up by the romans. It was for human sacrifices that the Romans justified the persecution of the druids.[footnoteRef:39]  [35:  Ando 2009: x]  [36:  Rives 2007: 193]  [37:  Rives 2007: 193-194]  [38:  Minucius Felix, Octavius 9.5-6. trans. Warrior in Roman Religion: A Sourcebook   ]  [39:  Rives 2007: 79] 

Another way in which the Roman Senate controlled religion was by the assimilation of different religions into the Roman religion, where Roman gods are linked to other gods, such as the Greek gods, and are assumed to be a Roman deity that is worshipped under a different name; for instance, Venus in the Roman religion is Aphrodite in the Greek religion. The blending of gods into the Roman religion is another way the Roman Senate controlled religion, as Cicero states “No individual shall take gods for himself, either new or alien ones, unless they have been recognised by the state”. [footnoteRef:40] [40:  Cicero, Laws 2.19. trans. Warrior in Roman Religion: A Sourcebook] 

It is apparent that, prior to the establishment of Roman Emperors, the Senate were very influential in the lives of the Roman people. Learning from the murder of Caesar, Augustus understood the power the Senate held and realized the need to involve them in important decision making. However, by the time Constantine comes to power it appears that the Roman Senate is less prominent, as before Constantine's rule Emperors had begun to rule in other cities rather than just Rome.[footnoteRef:41] This is not to say the Senate was unimportant to Constantine, and he put effort into trying to win them over, offering senators the opportunity to move to Constantinople with the promises of homes being built for them. This was because Constantine wanted to establish a Senate in Constantinople similar to that in Rome. [footnoteRef:42] [41: Humphries 2003: 5 ]  [42:  Ed. Noel Lenski 2005: 312] 

In conclusion, the Roman Senate appears to be on top of its political power and influence during the time of Augustus, however, by the time Constantine comes to power their influence on the greater Roman Empire is a minimal.  This is because from the time of Augustus to Constantine, the Roman Senate had gone from influencing the whole Roman Empire on religion, to just the city of Rome itself, as over time the religious opinion of the emperors became the driving force behind religious policy in the Roman Empire rather than the Senate decree.
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