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The Transitory Body: Images of the Papal Death
in the High Middle Ages

Mamoru Fujisaki

The gisant of the pope Clement IV is considered the most ancient monument
conserved in Italy with the plastic reproduction of the dead figure. Its realism was
due to the concept that even popes cannot escape from aging and death, and this
was told to those who saw the transitoriness of the papal bodies. Behind this realism
would be the establishment of the doctrine of purgatory and the practice of the
mass for the dead.

Before the thirteenth century, the concept that even popes are only human
being to die was already emphasised by for example Peter Damian’s letter to the
pope Alexander 11, the De Consideratione of Bernard de Clervaux, and cardinal
Lothario, the future pope Innocent III. Damian and Bernard also discussed the
brevity of the pontificate. According to Damian, the brevity of the popes’ life is
of divine providence and the pope’s death, as a solar eclipse, evoke people’s fear
of death. He says that the Roman pontiff is unique in the wotld in contrast with
plural kings who reign over limited territories.

His death was instructive evoking the fear of death and the transitoriness of
the human being, but his body was sometimes a target of depredation. Jacques de
Vitry saw Innocent III's cadaver almost naked and recognised how vain the glory of
this world was. In fact, from the early Middle Ages people plundered the precious
clothing from dead popes not only from avarice but also from piousness aimed at
obtaining relics.

Popes themselves could be conscious of their transitory life and vanity of
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temporal glory. In the middle of the thirteenth century at earliest, a band of flax, a
symbol of transience, was burned before the eyes of the pope and the sentence “Sic
transit gloria mundi” was said on the occasion of the papal enthronement. “Gloria
mundi” might mean the papal authority in the Western Christianity rather than
temporal richness. Thus we can confirm the uniqueness of the papal authority from

the point of view of the papal death.
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