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My project has its roots in the typically «history of the body» problem presentation.  

This trend has gain significant importance among researchers in the last decades. The concept 

of the «body»
1
, initially associated with natural sciences, was introduced as a notion into 

social and political sciences at the end of the 19th century. In the early 20th century, 

historians  as well – inspired mostly by anthropology and history of medicine – started to 

enquire into the role of concepts of the body. It is the question which has become relevant 

again in the light of the most recent research trends in history which deal with different 

aspects of communication It is possible to justify this research topic by suggesting that the 

human body is as historically active and subjected to historical changes as the economic and 

social structures and mental patterns are. This assumption can be proven at the very least by 

the fact that the body is interlocked with all the factors mentioned above. 

 Different types of bodies were under consideration previously – sometimes they were 

«active» and «ruling» like the bodies of the kings in the famous Mark Bloch’s book
2
,  

however, sometimes they were «oppressed» and «passive» as was the case with Michel 

Foucault
3
. The sacred and authoritative functions of the metaphor of the human body were 

most extensively treated by Ernst Kantorowicz in his book «The King's Two Bodies»
4
. There 

he discussed the medieval ideas according to which the king (and only the king) possessed 

two bodies – a physical one and a political one – at the same time, and these two bodies were 

determined by completely different properties However, this issue has been brought up during 

international academic discussion since only the 1980s
5
. 

Along with the «double» bodies of secular rulers
6
 the «simple» body of the Pope  has 

now drawn the attention of scholars. One of the pioneers of this area was Reinhard Elze, who 

indicated the characteristic features of the body in his legal and historical study of the 
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«spoliation rights»
7
. The idea of the oneness of the Pope’s body was later supported also by 

Agostino Paravicini Bagliani. He examined various treatises, letters and images from the 11th 

up to the 13th century in order to explain how the Popes managed to harmonize their 

mortality with the postulate of the eternity of the papacy as an institution
8
. 

In my paper I have been trying to generate the vision of the Pope's body which was 

evangelized by the keepers of the cathedra Petri themselves. However I am not so much 

interested in the already quite explored predominately juridical and legal issues
9
, but – with 

the exception of musicology
10

 – in the far less respected religious practices of the Curia. 

Previously researchers of the symbolic representation of the papacy in the 15th century often 

regarded the Pope predominantly as a ruler of the city of Rome, as an Italian local politician, 

or simply as a monarch, and therefore they mainly focused on such ceremonies as, for 

example, the possesso, the papal procession to the Lateran Palace, and the rites of adventus
11

. 

For my part  I would like to concentrate on the areas of papal activities, which were used by 

the pontiffs during the Mass and on other liturgical occasions in order to present them as the 

successors of Peter and the Vicars of Christ. Consequently sources examined from the 

liturgical point of view play the major role in my research. However, as opposed to the 

theological outlook I have been analyzing these texts while taking into account political 

connotations of the pope’s gestures and actions described there. 

The very idea of the liturgical rituals embodying the political position of the papacy in 

the 15th century is usually contested for two reasons. On the one hand, it is assumed that the 

forms of the divine service, and especially of the papal divine service, changed very seldom 

and the process was extremely slow. Therefore it is considered to be difficult to find the 

features of the papal Mass which were exclusively typical for the 15 century. On the other 

hand, in the context of so-called «secularization» of the papacy and the Curia at the threshold 
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of the Reformation the drop in the number of papal liturgies is interpreted as a hallmark of 

their waning importance
12

. 

My research project aims at finding better explanations, as these observations can be 

interpreted in a different way. Taking into consideration the re-establishment of the papacy as 

a political authority in the 15
th

-century Rome it is necessary to investigate the strategies used 

by the Popes as well as the impact of the former on the contemporaries. At the same time the 

central aspects of the Pope’s spiritual and religious role should not be ruled out prematurely. 

On the contrary they must be considered very carefully. Thus, the archaic form of the Papal 

Mass was significantly different from other religious services due to its continuity and 

immutability. And it is quite probable that thanks to their rarity the oldest parts of the Mass 

gained a whole new meaning, which they had not had when they had been common. The 

limited number of services, which were celebrated by the Pope himself, could be also said to 

significantly increase the importance of these events. 

These assumptions are supported by the fact that epistolary and verbal argumentation 

used to play a less significant role in the process of political communication in the pre-modern 

period. Consequently it greatly boosted the communicative significance of images, gestures 

and body movements which were charged with some specific symbolic meaning
13

. It may 

even be suggested that there was a full-fledged «paralinguistic» system, which helped both 

individuals and groups of people to communicate. The origins of the system can be found 

mostly  in the Roman liturgy, which was so far often neglected by historians
14

. Its importance 

for the issues of symbolic communication is genuinely revealed if one takes into account the 

degree of interpenetration between spiritual and secular spheres in the Middle Ages. 

In view of all the points mentioned above the analysis of both descriptive and regulatory 

accounts of the Papal Mass proves to be an undeniable necessity. Moreover, due to the special 

symbolic language that was inherent in the liturgy it is possible to determine the 

characteristics of the papal body and to clarify the relations between the Corpus Christi 

(considering manifold possible interpretations of this highly complicated object) and the body 
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of his vicar. In my paper I show how gestures and movements of the body illustrated at times 

political intentions and concepts, which are only indirectly described in written sources. 

This approach has happened to be productive in my degree work (i.e. master’s thesis. 

Lomonosov Moscow State University. Moscow, 2009). In the paper I examined so-called 

Caeremoniale of Agostino Patrizi Piccolomini
15

, which is the first relatively complete and 

systematic description of the curial ceremonies of the liturgical year.  

Within the framework of this extensive preparatory work I tried to «translate» religious 

ceremonies, which are described in the text mentioned above, from the symbolic language of 

the liturgy. To this end I used both the mediaeval treatises on interpretation of the religious 

activities
16

 and the descriptions of the activities by eyewitnesses and contemporaries
17

. So I 

was able to demonstrate that the Renaissance Popes, which were often regarded as 

«secularized», intensively promulgated their claim to the vicariate of Christ through the 

means of liturgical symbolism. It also became evident that the changes in Patrizi 

Piccolomini’s Caeremoniale were aimed at emphasizing the role of the Pope as vicarius 

Christi even more explicitly than before. 

In my present PhD project the chronological framework of my research has been 

expanded, since it seemed sensible to take into consideration the period from the return of the 

Popes from Avignon up to the Reformation (1387 – ca. 1520). I also extended the 

geographical framework by selecting my sources in the way that allows to understand how the 

trends which emerged in the «centre» impacted the periphery. The practices which were 

drawn up in the Curia were evidently significant not only for the papacy. They should have 

influenced also the high clergy of all Catholic countries, and in no small measure the princes 

of the church of the Holy Roman Empire. Therefore  besides the Italian books of  ceremonies 

I have engaged the non-Italian ones, among them the so-called libri ordinarii of the cathedral 

and collegiate churches are of special significance 
18

. Moreover, I have been using other types 

of sources, especially contemporary theological and liturgical treatises. I have been doing it in 
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order to compare the theories and interpretations presented there with the usual practices
19

. 

Finally, the image sources and material culture of the papal court are also considered in my 

research
20

. 
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