The following extract is in the style of the web version of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. 

The Donation of Constantine 
Constitutum Constantini

Constantine the Great (c. 280 - 337) was a pivotal figure in the history of the church. He unified the east and west of the Roman empire winning great victories, most notably at the Milvian Bridge (312) near Rome, claiming that he was aided in this victory by the Christian God. He was accepting of Christians, issueing an act of toleration, the Edict of Milan (313), and he paid for the building of churches. Born a pagan he was not baptised until near his death, though he was active in trying to resolve theological disputes throughout his reign, using his considerable power to try to unify the church. In 313 Constantine made Christianity the religion of the Empire. In one of his efforts to manage divisions within the church Constantine presided over a general synod he had called for at Nicea (325) with the intention of resolving the Arian controversy. 

The Donation of Constantine was supposed to have been written by the Emperor Constantine the Great himself in 313, but certainly before his death in 337, the document, addressed to Pope Sylvester I (Pope 314 -335), made significant donations to him. According to the Donation a copy was placed in the tomb of St. Peter. The Donation of Constantine is contained within canon law documents known as the “false decretals”. decretals being Papal letters which have the force of law within the Pope’s authority. It was some time after Constantine was supposed to have written the Donation that it came to prominence, 500 years later. The Donation had a significant impact on Papal power and authority for centuries. The Donation of Constantine was taken to be valid until it was exposed as a forgery in the 15th century. The Donation was in two parts, Constantine’s confession (confessio) and his donation (donatio). In his confession Constantine recounts that he was cured of leprosy by Sylvester. Constantine, according to the document, had turned his back on idolatry, made his confession of faith, was baptised and was cured, leading him then to make his donation to Sylvester.

The second part of the document details the Donation itself. Here the Emperor gives the Pope Rome - for his successors and for all time, also the Lateran palace, the western part of the empire and significant other territories, namely Greece, Asia, Judea, Thrace Africa and Italy. According to the Donation, having made his gift to Sylvester Constantine was to leave Rome and build a new city in Byzantium for himself. The empire was to be effectively divided between the east and the west, the secular and spiritual. In addition, the Donation gave the Pope “primacy” over the other four important centres of Christianity, Alexandria, Jerusalem, Antioch and of Constantinople and he was given authority to make church appointments (previously made by Constantine himself). Sylvester was also given the imperial crown to wear and was henceforth entitled to appoint consuls. Constantine also stated that the clergy in Rome were to be elevated in rank. In essence Sylvester was to be both spiritual and temporal ruler in the lands gifted to him. Constantine recounts that having placed the crown on Sylvester’s head, he held the bridle of his horse and acted as his squire. 

Sylvester was reputed to have returned the crown and, keeping only Italy, allowed Constantine to build his new city in the east. This purportedly demonstrated Sylvester’s humility but also his moral authority over a secular ruler. Later popes were to use the Donation to support their claims for military help, in their wrangles over territory and in their other disputes. Pope John XII (Pope 955 - 964) was said to have presented Otto I (912 -973) with a copy of the Donation when he was crowned Emperor (962), this at a time when the Pope needed support from Otto. In 1054 Pope Leo IX (Pope 1048 - 1054) evidenced the Donation to try to assert his authority over the Patriarch of Constantinople, Michael Caerularius (Patriarch 1043 - 1058). In 1091 Pope Urban II (Pope 1088 – 1099) also used the Donation in a territorial dispute over Cyprus. The legitimacy of the Donation was still being upheld by the church late into the 15th Century. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In the 15th Century both Nicholaus Cusanus (1401 – 1464) and Reginald Pecocke (c.1395 -1460) cast doubt on the authenticity of the Donation, however it was an Italian Humanist, Lorenzo Valla (1407 - 1457) who, in 1440, in his “Discourse on the Forgery of the alleged Donation of Constantine”, fatally undermined the Donation.  In his Discourse Valla systematically analysed the Donation and proved that it was in fact written after the death of Constantine. Valla used his understanding of how language is used, particularly Latin and Greek, to identify grammatical and factual errors in the document. Villa argued that Constantine did not write the Donation - and by extension Sylvester could never have known of it. He argues that either way there is no evidence that Sylvester accepted the gift.  One piece of evidence, among many, cited by Valla was that the author of the Donation indicates that it was “given” when Constantine was consul for the fourth time with Gallicanus, who was also consul for the fourth time. Valla doubted the sheer improbability of the two being consuls together at this time. He also questioned why Constantine, having fought so hard to unify the empire, would split it in two and disinherit his sons. The scrupulous and exacting scholarship demonstrated by Valla in exposing the Donation as a forgery disproved any papal claims made in respect to it. Valla’s work presaged the development in textual analysis undertaken by Humanists and also the Protestant Reformers that challenged the power of Catholic Church in the 16th Century. 

The real motive behind the forgery is unclear, although the forgery was surely meant to show that the Pope had been given significant territory and authority by Constantine, with the aim of reinforcing the esteem of papacy and church. It is likely that the true author intended, looking backwards for legitimacy from Constantine, to underpin the position of the papacy and of the church. A difficulty though for the papacy was that this was a gift from a secular ruler and was contrary to the belief that their authority and rights should flow from God. Surely any gift of this kind should have been from the Pope to Constantine? 

There has been speculation that the Donation was written to legitimise the coronation of Charlemagne (c.742 - 814) in 800 as the Holy Roman Emperor by Pope Leo III (Pope 795 – 816). This carefully contrived event acknowledged the fact that the Pope was crowning Charlemagne in return for his help and protection. It is also possible that the forger used earlier 5th Century legends about Sylvester and Constantine as the basis for the Donation. It must also to be recognised that forgeries of religious documents were not uncommon in the medieval period. Authorship of the Donation has not been established and debate continues as to whether it was written in France, Germany or in Rome, and the exact date of the forgery remains unclear, although it is now generally accepted as having been written between 750 and 850. 
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