
 I thank Roman Hankeln for inviting me to contribute to this volume on political plainchant, even1

though I did not participate in the original conference. I thank Sean Field, as always, for his suggestions
on earlier drafts, and more generally his engagement with my work in ways that have enriched my
thinking.
The liturgical offices for Louis here can be found in full in Appendix 2 of Gaposchkin 2008, 250-283.
Earlier editions of five of the offices can be found in AH 13, 185-198, nos. 71-75 (for offices) and AH
11, 77-82, nos. 317-333 (for hymns); and electronically in LMLO. The texts in LMLO can also be search-
ed at: http://hlub.dyndns.org/projekten/webplek/cantus/html/cantus_index.htm. 
I use the following abbreviations in the notes:
NL = Nunc Laudare (Dominican office for Louis)
LDR = Ludovicus Decus Regnantium (secular/royal office for Louis)
EO = Exultemus Omnes (office of the translation of Louis’ head)
FR = Francorum Rex Magnificus (Franciscan liturgical office for Louis).
 The standard works on Louis IX and his reign are: Jordan 1979, Le Goff 1996, Richard 1992. Still very2

important is Tillemont 1847-1851. 
 “Gaude regnum Francie, / cui dedit rex glorie, / tam excellens donum, / quod tu regem proprium, /3

habes in subsidium, / in celis patronum.”
 “Te dum ipse viveret, / ac coronam regeret, / tamquam rex deffendit, / nunc particeps glorie, / factus4

tue venie, / diligens intendit.”
 “Plebs ergo Francigena, / non tanquam gens advena, / Christo refer laudes, / in cuius palatio, / tui pa-5

trocinio, / quondam regis gaudes.”
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M. Cecilia Gaposchkin (Hanover NH)

Political Ideas in Liturgical Offices of Saint Louis

The liturgical offices  for the feasts of St. Louis (born 1214; king of France 1226-1270; canon-1

ized 1297)  used at the Sainte-Chapelle conceived of Louis’ sanctity in explicitly political terms.2

The office for his feast day on August 25 exclaimed: 

“Rejoice, o Kingdom of France, to whom the King of Glory gave such an excellent gift, 
because you have your own king to aid you, a patron in the heavens.” (VA2)3

“While he was alive and ruled the crown, as a king he defended you, 
made a sharer of the glory, he now lovingly labors for your pardon.” (VA3)4

“People – yes, the French people! – not like a foreign people, give praise up to Christ, 
in whose Palace you rejoice under the protection of your former king.” (VA4)5



Cecilia Gaposchkin – Political Ideas in Liturgical Offices of Saint Louis

 “In terris regimine, / ac sub eius nomine, / protecta fuisti, / modo tibi gratiam, / impetret ac veniam,/6

in conspectu Christi.”
 EO VA5 “Direxit reges Francie, / sanctus Ludovicus, / nitore conscience...” – VA4 “...suos successo-7

res ad Deum direxit...” – MA2 “Ludovicus qui regibus est norma sanctitatis...” 
 These themes have been elaborated by Cohen 2008, Mercuri 2004. 8

 Bouquet 1894, 159. 9

 Gaposchkin 2004.10
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“You were protected by his rule on earth, under his name; 
may he now seek grace and favor for you in the sight of Christ.” (VA5)6

Understood as a saintly protector specifically for his former subjects, Louis’ royal identity was
transposed to heaven. Likewise, the office for the feast of the translation of Louis’ head to the
Sainte-Chapelle celebrated in May explained that Louis “guided the kings of France with the
splendour of his conscience” (VA5), that he “directed his successors toward God” (VA4), and
said that he was a “model of sanctity for kings” (MA2).  In the Translation Office, Louis is ex-7

plicitly modeled as an exemplar of ideal kingship.

These offices were written for the Sainte-Chapelle, the “monumental reliquary” built as part
of the palace complex by Louis IX, the future saint-king, to house the relic of the Crown of
Thorns. The Sainte-Chapelle was a monument at once to the Passion of Christ and to the cult
of kingship, the ideal symbol for which was the Crown of Thorns itself.  Themes of Christic8

royalty and sacral kingship that were embedded in the space and ideology of the chapel fed a
royalized interpretation of Louis’ own sanctity at court, where he was envisioned as the saint of
kings, a model for kings in general and his successors specifically, a patron to the French people
as a whole. As he had been royal protector of his subjects on earth, now he was their saintly
protector in heaven. He confirmed that ruling well is a saintly virtue. He exemplified how king-
ship could be a saintly quality.

The royal court celebrated two feast days for St. Louis. The first one established, according
to the injunction of the bull of canonization, was celebrated on Louis’ dies natalis, August 25.9

The inaugural celebration of the feast was held at the Benedictine Abbey of Saint-Denis, where
Louis was buried, in 1298. Philip IV (“the Fair”, 1285-1314) had tried but failed to have Louis’
relics translated to the Sainte-Chapelle, but the feast must surely have been also entered into
liturgical calendars at the court and celebrated that year. A fancy liturgical office, Ludovicus Decus
Regnantium, was written for use at the court, probably by a well known liturgist named Pierre de
la Croix, at Philip the Fair’s instigation. Ludovicus Decus was based on and adopted numerous text
items from a provisional and shortlived Dominican office, Nunc Laudare, which, even among
Dominicans, was soon replaced with Ludovicus Decus.  But Nunc Laudare had originally been10

composed (probably by a man named Arnaud du Prat) in the ambit of the court, and laid the
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1971). The translation of Louis’ head to the Sainte-Chapelle is treated in the seminal piece by Brown
1980. Philip’s role in the construction of Louis’ cult was foundational; see, in addition to Brown 1980,
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Earlier treatments of Louis in liturgy include Epstein 1978, Folz 1971. The larger frame for the history
of sanctity in the later Middle Ages remains, of course, Vauchez 1997. 

 Gaposchkin 2008, 100-124. On these themes as they played out in the space of the Sainte-Chapelle,14

see also Jordan 2003, 274-197. 
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groundwork both thematically and compositionally for the royalizing interpretation of Louis’
sanctity, an interpretation that was pushed further in Ludovicus Decus. New items composed for
Ludovicus Decus (including the antiphons quoted above) emphasized that Louis as royal protector
of the kingdom had been transformed into a saintly intercessor of the political community of
France. Eight years later, when Philip finally did obtain permission to translate the cranium of
Louis IX from Saint-Denis to the Sainte-Chapelle, a second feast was established.  The office11

of the translation of Louis’ head, Exultemus Omnes, was, as a simplex feast, a shorter office with
only three responsories and lections for Matins. It was composed by adopting a number of items
for Matins from Nunc Laudare, adding a host of new hymns and antiphons, and writing a new
text for lections. The Translation Office seemed to have as its audience specifically the kings of
France – suos successores.12

The offices associated with the court, Ludovicus Decus and Exultemus Omnes (and Nunc Laudare
in the background), envisioned Louis as a saint in terms defined by his royalty.  They con-13

centrate on Louis’ identity as a king, and understand his reign as participating in Christ’ reign,
his authority to have been dependant upon God’s will and providence, and his sanctity to be
predicated on the quality of his kingship. The historiae themselves are surprisingly unnarrative
and unbiographical, concentrating more on the ideals of kingship than on Louis’ vita. I have
looked elsewhere at monarchical and sacralizing imagery used in the offices, traced biblical-royal
language that structured the texts, discussed the Old Testament royal typologies that were
evoked, looked at the echoes of sacralizing coronation ordines, and mused about the relationship
of some of these royalizing themes to the sacred space and the glazing cycles of the Sainte-
Chapelle.  Here, I want to look at these offices in relationship to the political ideals of kingship14

transmitted in the Mirrors for Princes (Specula principum) tradition that articulated expectations
of kings and expressed the idea that kings reigned in the image of God and ought effect His rule
on earth. The notion that the offices celebrated Louis for his kingship may be unsurprising (al-
though note that neither the Franciscan office nor the Cistercian office for Louis did this ex-
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 There is a wide literature on the intersection between religion and the Capetian monarchy. The classic16

works in English are: Bloch 1989, Kantorowicz 1957, Kantorowicz/Bukofzer 1946, Lewis 1981, Strayer
1969, and the many works by Elizabeth A. R. Brown, in particular relating to Philip the Fair. Of particular
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 Anton 1968, Berges 1938, Born 1933. 17

 Ed. John 1990. 18
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Bell 1962. 
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plicitly),  but it is not unimportant. The argument that a king is a saint if he functions as a good15

king fell into the Capetians’ broader claims of saintly royalty, sacral kingship, and the sovereignty
of secular authority.16

Principles of good kingship in the high Middle Ages: ‘Specula principum’

The essential principles of good kingship, the qualities that a king ought strive for, and the way
in which the success of a king’s rule was measured, were developed in the tradition of kingship
writing known as the Mirrors for Princes (Specula principum). The tradition extends back to
antiquity and took its Christian form with Augustine and Gregory the Great, but was really
instituted as a particular genre by the revival of strong monarchical ideals under the Caro-
lingians.  There are clear lines of continuity between the Carolingian Specula and those written17

in the thirteenth and fourteenth century which informed the vision of Louis as saint-king and
the rhetorical formulation of the offices which drew on that vision. Even so, John of Salisbury
is generally considered the one who, with his Policraticus (1159), inaugurated the high medieval
Specula tradition.  The Policraticus was influential for the authors writing subsequently for the18

Capetians – like Vincent of Beauvais OP, Guibert of Tournai OFM (both writing for Louis IX),
Giles of Rome OESA (writing for Philip the Fair), or the anonymous-Dominican author of Liber
de informatione principum (writing for Louis X)  – but more importantly the text is indicative of19

the genre as it matured alongside the emerging new monarchies of the high Middles Ages, new
monarchies that were rooted in new ideals of secular authority and its relationship to the
religious sphere.  Yves Sassier has spoken of political science proper as its own genre – based20

on the assumption that the state exists legitimately outside of the sphere of the ecclesia – having
started at this point.21

The virtues of the ideal king were predicated on the regrettable necessity of kingship itself,
which had been established by God in response to the vicissitudes of society after the fall. John
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 John 1990, 71-72; Vincent 1995, 15-16 ch. 2. 22

 De civitate Dei, IV.24. Translation taken from Augustine 1984, 162. 23
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of Salisbury spoke nostalgically of the age of judges, and Vincent of Beauvais, who was highly
influenced by John, spent the first part of his De morali principis laying out a history of God’s
reluctant institution of kingship among the Israelites, and the need for royal authority to squelch
the dangers of individual greed, ambition, and desire.  The king thus was to restrain evil and22

promote the good. For this reason, the king’s function was conceived largely in terms of his
capacity to reward the good and punish the bad, and his ability to do so according to higher
ideals of justice depended fully on his own personal virtue. This principle had been established
at length by the Carolingian authors. The king was to be pious, devout, and in control of his
own passions. A central premise was the idea that the prince who desires to rule others must
first learn to rule himself. Kings who rule for themselves and not for their subjects are tyrants.
From here, the king’s care for his subjects informed his rule. He was to look out for his subjects
in general, but had a particular obligation towards the minores of society, those who needed the
protection of the king. The tracts often singled out widows and orphans for protection. 

Above all, the king was to rule with justice and mercy. Since Augustine, justice had meant the
quality of rendering just judgments without regard to status or self interest, and ideally, tem-
pering the rigor of justice with mercy and compassion. In the City of God he wrote: 

“We Christians call rulers happy if they rule with justice … if they are slow to punish but ready to
pardon; if they take vengeance on wrong because of the necessity to direct and protect the state, and
not to satisfy their personal animosity; if they grant pardon not to allow impunity to wrong doing
but in the hope of amendment of the wrong doer; if, when they are obliged to take severe decisions,
as must often happen, they compensate this with the gentleness of their mercy and the generosity
of their benefits; if they restrain their self indulgent appetites all the more because they are more free
to gratify them, and prefer to have command over their lower desires than over any number of
subject peoples.”23

The ideal of the impartial exercise of justice, writ large, extended to social obligations, as
treated in the ninth “abuse” (on the unjust king) by the Pseudo-Cyprian, from On the Twelve Ab-
uses: 

“It is proper that a king be not unjust but rather be the corrector of the unjust. Thus he ought to
guard the dignity of his title in his very self; the title of king upholds this intellectually, that he might
attend to the office of ruler for all subjects. But how will he be able to correct others, he who does
not correct his own habits, if they be unjust? Since in the justice of the king the throne is exalted,
and in the truth of the king the governance of the people is strengthened, thus the justice of the
king is, to be sure, to oppress no one unjustly with force, to judge justly without respect to the
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divortio Lotharii regis et Tetbergae reginae (PL 125, c. 770). Jonas of Orleans, De institutione regia (PL 106, c. 287)
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18. 

 Guibert 1914, John 1990, 86-87 (v. 10), and throughout. This is the central theme of his Secunda Epis-26

tola; In qua igitur de disciplina debita potestatum et officialium.
 Paris 16622, f. 83v. “Consequenter dicendum est de ballivis, prepositis et aliis iusticariis officium con-27

futum est ordinare dirigere et docere que agenda sunt in regno istorum est autem precipere et cogere po-
pulum ad servandum consilia et statuta regis et consulum.”
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person between man and neighbor, to be the defender of foreigners and orphans and widows, to
restrain theft, to punish adultery, to not reward iniquity, to not foster the unchaste and actors, to
eradicate the impious from the land, not to permit parricides and perjurers to live, to defend
churches, to support the poor with alms, to appoint just men to do the work of the kingdom, to
have old and wise and sober counselors, not to incline toward the superstitions of magicians,
soothsayers, and witches, to scatter wrath, to defend the land bravely and justly against adversaries,
to confide in God through all, to not elevate the soul in times of prosperity, to tolerate patiently all
adversity, to hold the catholic faith in God, to urge his sons not to permit impiety, to attend to
prayers at the determined hours, and to not enjoy dinner before the fitting hour.”24

Certain social principles (soothsayers and witches, for instance) lacked immediacy perhaps,
but most of these principles of the king’s justice remained in force throughout the medieval
period, and this was a favorite passage of later specula authors.  As the institutions of monarchy25

matured, later writers emphasized to a greater extent some of the mechanics of rule. A king
ought appoint good and wise counselors to guide him. He must be sure his agents are not
corrupt,  and direct his baillifs, prevosts, and justices properly in the laws of the kingdom.  His26 27

ministers should be honest and upright. But the core elements of mercy, piety, and justice
remained operative throughout the long history of the tradition. Ultimately, the measure of a
good king was the happiness of his subjects, and the prosperity of his kingdom. 
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The common weal

These were also ideals embedded in the liturgical offices for Louis at the court. It was, for
instance, the overarching frame of the commonweal that underlay the Hymn for the Translation
Office:

De quieto regimine
gloriabantur subditi
nullo pressi gravamine 
tutela regis incliti. (EO MH, str. 3)

Concerning his quiet rule, 
his subjects gloried 
not to be oppressed by any trouble,
under the protection of the glorious king.

For John of Salisbury there was clearly a reciprocal relationship between the king’s just pro-
tection of his subjects and the health of the commonweal in all things. “The health of the whole
republic will only be secure and splendid if the superior members devote themselves to the
inferiors and if the inferiors respond likewise to the legal rights of their superiors.”  Writing in28

the last quarter of the twelfth century for the court of Henry II, Gerald of Wales had said simply
that “the glory of a prince is reflected in the peace and tranquility of his subjects”.  Likewise,29

the good king ensured a happy land. Nunc Laudare had that:

R. Felix regnum cuius rex providus,
pacificus, pius et pudicus,
in adversis semper intrepidus;
talis fuit sanctus Ludovicus.

Happy is the kingdom whose king
is provident, pacific, pious, and chaste,
and always fearless in adversity; 
such a king was Saint Louis.

V. Rex erigit terram et patriam,
qui diligit sequi iustitiam. (NL MR3)

The king who loves to follow justice 
raises the earth and the fatherland.

The verse drew on two of the standard biblical references of the kingship tradition: Wisdom
1.1: “Love justice, those who judge on earth”, and Proverbs 21.21: “He that follows justice
(sequitur iustitiam) and mercy shall find life, justice and glory.” The responsory was reworked by
the author of Ludovicus Decus, which held that:

R. Felix terra, cuius rex sapiens,
iustus, clemens, modestus, paciens; 
cuius vultus est malos feriens, 
bonos aliciens.

Happy is the land, whose king 
is wise, just, clement, modest, patient, 
whose countenance strikes evil men, 
and entices good men.

V. Ludovicus sic terris prefuit, 
quod regnando celos promeruit. (LD MR2)

Louis so ruled the lands that
he merited the heavens by his reign.
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The offices were drawing on the rote language of good kingship. The ideal voiced in both felix
responsories that a good king who provides peace and justice to his subjects gains heaven was
also imbedded in the kingship literature.  30

Piety and humility

The two felix responsories linked the happy kingdom/land to the king’s personal virtue – he
needed to be wise, just, clement, modest, and patient. These were typical virtues of the king.
Gerald of Wales had included patientia, clementia, justicia, puditia, providentia, and modestia among the
virtues of the good king that he elaborated in a series of successive chapters.  The anonymous31

author of Liber de informatione principum structured chapters on how the king must be firm in faith,
honest in his way of life, and modest in his words and deeds.  Embedded in these was the idea32

of the king’s self-knowledge and the restraint of his passions. In 1259 Guibert of Tournai
insisted on the discipline of self (diligentia sui) as one of the four virtues necessary to the king,
and Giles of Rome told Philip the Fair that government of the kingdom began with government
of the self. Giles added that prudence, justice, continence and humility were all necessary virtues
of the king. Ludovicus Decus held that the king’s good rule expanded from inner peace.  33

These ideals were tied to the inner peace that comes with the king’s piety. Carolingian and
Capetians authors insisted on the personal sanctity of the king, and piety was the sine qua non of
the good king (as it was, to be sure, that of the saint), and the offices naturally described Louis
as pious and devoted to God.  He “shone with the singular grace of piety”.  He was “pure in34 35

faith, patient in hope, and fervid in charity” as well as “pious, modest and provident”.  The36

eighth responsory spoke of how he prayed to God for himself and his subjects (another evo-
cation of the ideal of the transmuted and now heavenly protector and intercessor).  37
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But perhaps the most important “foundation” virtue of a king, his ability to judge justly and
serve the interests of both his subjects and God, was the most basic of all Christian virtues:
humility. Not a single author failed to enjoin the king to true humility;  Guibert of Tournai, for38

instance, wrote that “His heart must not be elevated in pride above his brothers; the exercise
of humility is proposed for kings and princes, is deemed necessary for salvation for not only him
but for all.”  This ideal was embedded in Ludovicus Decus, which described Louis as “having39

showed himself to be humble”  and spoke of how God heard the “regem humilem” praying.40 41

The model for royal humility was King David, who, as sinner and penitent, was paradigmatic
of the saintly and sacral king. The antiphon for the Magnificat in Ludovicus Decus compared Louis
to David for his humility (David fulsit humilitas) and the second responsory from Matins claimed
that he was, like David, glorious in his humility.

A. Gloriosus apparuit
non cultu presidentis, 
sed cum incultus prefuit,
more David ludentis;
nec ex hoc sibi defuit
auctoritas regentis. (LD VM)

He appeared glorious, 
not because of the adornment of a ruler, 
but because he excelled unadorned, 
in the manner of David playing; 
and the authority of a ruler 
was not lacking in him because of this.

Louis (and David’s) glorious humility was then evoked in the lection with which it was paired.
“Humility, the glory of all virtues, shone to such a degree in him that the greater he was, just like
another David, the more he bore himself with humility, and appeared before God meaner in his
own eyes.”  The comparison to David “playing” drew on 2 Samuel, where David dances naked42

before the ark, and when his wife Michol mocks him, he replies “I will both play [ludam] and
make myself meaner [vilior] than I am made; and I will be humble [humilis] in my own eyes (...)
and (...) I shall appear more glorious [gloriosior].” Louis’ glory (that is, sainthood) is thus here
defined as his humility before the Lord as a temporal king in the manner of King David, since
humility makes all other virtues of rule possible. Not surprisingly, David’s own humility was a
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standard trope in the Specula tradition. Guibert of Tournai and the author of the Liber de
informatione principum evoked this very episode in chapters on the king’s humility.43

Generosity, alms, patronage

The ideal of the king as the protector of his people, and particularly those without power ran
throughout the Specula tradition. This took different forms – the king as a protector of widows
and orphans, the king as a patron (and protector) of the church, the king as alms-giver. This
ideal had a strong showing in the Carolingian tradition.  Smardagus’ first chapter was entitled44

De dilectione Dei et proximi, and he included the traditional injunction to protect widows and
orphans.  But with the injection of the ideal of active charity in the later Middle Ages, the ideal45

was animated as a spiritual necessity of kingship (and later queenship) as carried forth into the
later Middle Ages.  Guibert of Tournai, writing for Louis, devoted a full section of his tract to46

the love and protection of the king’s subjects, which, he claimed, confirms peace.  The47

anonymous Dominican tract written around 1300 destined for the young Louis X, the Liber de
informatione principum, enjoined the prince to take an active interest in the welfare of the church
in his lands; he should build monasteries and churches, give aid to the poor, needy, and widows,
support veterans, and visit monasteries.  The theme appeared in high relief in Nunc Laudare, and48

though (notably) it was elided from Ludovicus Decus (which sought to maximize the themes of
royal glory), the items were taken up again in the Translation Office. Nunc Laudare and Exultemus
Omnes thus recalled Louis for his love and care for his subjects.

R. Paupertatis larga subsidia,
veritatis equa iudicia,
honestatis certa indicia,
sanctitatis sunt testimonia
pii regis.

Immense help to the poor, 
equal justice to truth, 
clear evidence to honesty; 
these are the testimonies to the sanctity 
of the pious king.

V. O quieta gregis protectio.
o discreta recogitatio
summe legis. (NL MR4, EO MR2)

O quiet protection of the flock, 
o discrete recognition 
of the highest law.
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Here, the help for the poor is associated with the other principal virtues of the king – justice,
equity, and honesty, and the king is again modeled as protector. All kings were to offer alms in
support of both the poor and the church. Nunc Laudare and Exultemus Omnes also spoke of his
munificence to the poor, the protection of the church, and the cure of the sick.

R. O sparsor divitiarum
erogando pauperibus;
o spretor deliciarum
insudando laboribus;
o tutor ecclesiarum
eas iuvando viribus,
duc nos ad regnum preclarum
tuis devotis precibus.

O scatterer of riches 
by dispersing to the poor; 
o despiser of delights 
by sweating from labors;
o protector of the churches
by helping them in your strength,
lead us to the famous kingdom 
with your devoted prayers.

V. Qui tot egris prestitisti
curationum gratiam,
nobis confer dono Christi
transgressionum veniam. 
(NL MR9, EO MR3)

You who exhibited such grace 
of cures for the sick, 
bestow to us pardon for our sins 
by the gift of Christ.

Here, the verse transposes his earthly protection as king (for the poor, and the church) into
his saintly protection (through miracles) for the sick. New texts for the Translation Office em-
phasized his care for the poor and sick, the infirm, feeble, and needy:

Impendebat obsequium 
infirmis et debilibus, 
non negans beneficium 
personis indigentibus. 
(EO MH, str. 4)

He expended indulgence 
to the infirm and feeble, 
not denying favor 
to the needy.

Vespers for the Translation Office again emphasized his concern for the poor: 

A. Gloriose prefuit
regno seculari;
virtuose studuit 
Christo famulari;
pauperibus profuit
zelo singulari. (EO VA2)

He ruled gloriously 
over the earthly kingdom; 
he strove virtuously 
to be a servant of Christ; 
he championed the poor 
with singular zeal.

The lections for the Translation Office also emphasized Louis’ charitable kingship, speaking
of how he “constructed many monasteries and hospitals for the poor, personally visiting in
those places the infirm and those in bed, and he ministered food to them with his own hands
on bended knee. Further, he is known to have devoutly served certain lepers in the service of
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his great humility.”  The oratio for the Mass spoke of how, under his reign, Louis built mon-49

asteries and the worship of the Lord was augmented.  The emphasis placed on Louis’ care and50

protection of the weak highlights the importance of guardianship to the medieval vision of
rulership, what John Dickinson referred to in another context as the patriarchal conception of
monarchy,  which emphasized the charitable and munificent aspects of a king’s patronage and51

alms. John of Salisbury enjoined the king to be a shield for the protection of the weak, protect
widows and orphans, and offer a ready ear for the poor.  Guibert spoke of the king’s “love and52

protection of his subjects.”53

It was the singular promise of the saint king that his royal protection could translate into
saintly protection. Louis’ ability to help the unfortunate as a protector was transferred to his
intercessory ability as a saint. And thus, Nunc Laudare and Ludovicus Decus recalled that:

R. Fulget signis rex insignis,
nam egrotis eius votis
prestantur remedia.

The eminent king shines with miracles,
as cures for the sick 
are fulfilled by his prayers.

V. Dati neci liberantur,
claudi ceci reparantur,
fugantur demonia. 
(NL MR5, LDR MR7)

Those given over to death are freed, 
the limping and blind are renewed, 
and demons are put to flight.

Governance and justice

The virtues of piety and humility were essential because they were the foundations for the good
governance of power, and ultimately the personal sanctity of the king was important because
without these a king could not benefit his subjects. But if compassion was the paradigmatic
virtue of a king in protecting the innocent, justice was the overarching royal ideal of governing.
All three offices used a text that called Louis the “king of the French, exemplar of justice, the
law, and the norm of actions.”  Louis, as lex (in the nominative) may have been evoking the54
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idea that the king was the animate law.  Two of the offices said that Louis “sat on David’s55

throne, doing the justice of Solomon.”  Justice was an expansive idea that could mean anything56

from the ability to judge equitably, to the very health of the kingdom, but could also evoke
specifically the king’s juridical function, as with the fifth antiphon for Matins in Ludovicus Decus:

A. Deductus in iustitia, 
clemens subiectis prefuit; 
leges, penas et premia 
sapienter instituit. ( LDR MA5)

Led in justice, he clemently 
took charge of his subjects;
and with wisdom he instituted 
laws, punishments and rewards.

The antiphon drew on language from Psalm 5.9 (“Domine, deduc me in iustitia tua ... / lead me,
o Lord, in thy justice ...”) and evoked both the king’s legislative (laws) and judicial (punishment)
role, and also his clemency. The ultimate yardstick was of course his subjects, the kingdom. 

The exercise of justice was often described as the restraining or punishment of evil (or evil
men).  Commenting on the Pseudo-Cyprian’s twelve abuses, Vincent of Beauvais spoke of how57

the rigor of justice that ought to equip royal power should foster and promote the good but
should especially destroy and root-out evil.  A hymn in Ludovicus Decus adopted from Nunc58

Laudare spoke of how “deceit, rage and violence are banished from his subjects.”  In Exultemus59

Omnes, the hymn for Lauds exclaimed that Louis ...

In preceptis dominicis
apponens diligentiam,
sedensque sede iudicis,
dissipabat maliciam. (EO LH, str. 2) 

... carefully following 
the Lord’s precepts, 
sitting in the judge’s seat, 
destroyed wickedness.

It also entreated that the translation delivers “the kingdom safe from enemies and all evils.”60

Guibert had spoken of how the king who sits on the throne of judgment and scatters (dissipare)
evil with his regard ought know sacred letters.  The model for scattering evil was God as judge61

(Ps. 93:23: “[God] will render them their iniquity, and in their malice (malitia) he will destroy
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(disperdet) them; the Lord our God will destroy them”. Scattering the wicked was an old trope,
and the sentiment was expressed in the Translation Office in the antiphon for the Magnificat
this way:

A. O Dei cultor et amice, 
vindex et ultor malorum, 
rex Francorum Ludovice, 
fontem ora pietatis, 
ut peccatis nostris det veniam, 
nobisque gloriam. (EO VM)

O worshipper of God and friendly 
defender and avenger of evil; 
king of the French, o Louis, 
beseech the fountain of piety, 
so that he might forgive us our sins 
and give us glory.

Guibert of Tournai had opened his treatise on rule by speaking of the king both as the
avenger of iniquity (“ultor iniquitatis” – Louis was the “vindex” and “ultor malorum” and the
Translation Office elsewhere said that he never abandoned the good of “equitatis”) and the father
of the poor (quoting Job, “pater eram pauperum”).  John of Salisbury said that the king should62

correct iniquity with even-handed equity.  In Ludovicus Decus the felix responsory (MR2) –63

speaking of the king “whose countenance strikes evil men and entices good men” – also hinted
at the idea that the king should scatter or destroy evil. 

If avenging iniquity and scattering the wicked was one aspect of good kingship, the other was
the exercise of mildness (or mercy). Gerald of Wales had written that “no virtue is more fitting
to the prince than justice, through which protecting the bonds of human society, he both breaks
the ambitious attacks of the maiores and can protect the security and tranquility of the minores.”64

Guibert of Tournai, who dealt at length with mercy in his chapters on how the king should treat
his subjects, had said that “in the exercise of mildness … the prince bears the image of God.”65

The author of the Liber de informatione devoted an entire chapter to how the king ought be
clement, and tied clemency to social justice.  In one sense, this theme evoked the qualities of66
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patronage and concern for the poor and disenfranchised discussed above. But it also conceived
of mercy and clemency within the context of the exercise of justice. So, the Matins antiphon
cited above (LDR MA5) could speak of Louis as clemens within the context of his rule of subjects
and execution of justice, and the Magnificat antiphon insisted that as a friend of God he was a
defender and avenger of evil. Likewise, the fourth Matins verse explained that Louis restrained
evil by remaining true to the ideals of the Clement One:

V. Virgam virtutis habuit,
in qua malos compescuit,
sed sub norma Clementis. (LDR MV4)

He held the rod of virtue,
by which he restrained evil men,
but by the pattern of the Clement One.

But most important is the ideal of clemency as translated to Louis’ saintly function – since it
is now as a saint in heaven that he is to participate in God’s greater mercy in the exercise of
intercession. The oration for the Translation Office made this explicit, beseeching God to give
favor so that “we who devotedly conduct the translation of his venerable head will live in your
[that is, God’s] clemency by his [Louis’] protection.”  Here we return to the idea of Louis’67

benefit to his former subjects now as saintly intercessor.

Finally, the liturgies also evoked practical principles of governance that had crept into the high
medieval Specula tradition. A king ought not want the throne and should consider it a burden.68

He should seek the counsel of good men and avoid the flatterers.  He ought be learned and69

wise himself in order to make good decisions.  He must be careful in the administration of his70

officers.  And thus, the Translation Office stated that Louis “fervently loved the doctors of71

truth”  and the first Matins antiphon from Ludovicus Decus explained that ...72
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A. Beatus qui solium, 
iter et consilium 
malorum vitavit;
sanctus ab infantia 
Ludovicus hec tria 
semper declinavit. (LDR MA1)

Blessed is he who shuns the throne, 
the way, and the counsel 
of the evil men; 
blessed from infancy 
Louis always avoided 
these three things.

Drawing on Psalm 1.1. (“Blessed is he who…”), the response evoked two classic dangers of
the throne: ambition, and evil advisors (what John of Salisbury called flatterers).

The king as the head of the body politic

In 1159 John of Salisbury, purporting to draw on a classical text, introduced the corporate
metaphor to the Specula principum genre, whereby the king was the head of the body politic.73

John explained that the republic is a sort of body “which is animated by the grant of divine
reward and which is driven by the command of the highest equity and ruled by a sort of rational
management. ... The position of the head in the republic is occupied, however, by a prince
subject only to God and to those who act in His place on earth, inasmuch as in the human body
the head is stimulated and ruled by the soul.” The head (prince) is both the source of direction
following God’s command, and the source of reason. The soul is analogized to “those who
direct the practice of religion” (priests), which should guide the prince in his governance of the
body. The corporate metaphor itself drew from its parallel development in ecclesiology, and
was, as Kantorowicz famously showed, associated with the tradition of the mystical body: the
mystical body of Christ, the Eucharist, the church, with Christ both as the mystical body and
its head.  Within the secular sphere the organic, corporate model was repeatedly evoked. The74

opening chapter of Vincent of Beauvais’ De morali principis repeated John’s formulation,  and75

Aquinas, in the De regno, spoke of the healthy society as a properly functioning body, where the
ratio directs the lower part of the body.76

Thus, when in 1306 Philip obtained only the cranium (sans jawbone), a single relic of Louis’
but a relic of singular importance, and translated it from Saint-Denis to the Sainte-Chapelle, the
image of the head – the caput regis and caput regni – became preeminent in the symbology at court.
Not surprisingly, the liturgical office and Mass texts written for 1306 emphasized the image of
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the head. The first antiphon for the feast of the translation (Exultemus Omnes) for Matins ex-
claimed slyly that:

A. Cuius corpore Dyonisius habunde ditatur, 
huius capite, nunc Parisius iocunde dotatur. 
(EO MA1)

Denis’ body abundantly enriches, 
whose head now happily graces Paris.

Though the Mass was perhaps more judicious in its respect for St. Denis, the monarchy’s
traditional patron and protector:

Alleluia
V. ...
Age gaudiosum 
diem Parisius,
nam Dyonisius 
tibi semper bonus 
pater et patronus, 
transit encenium
presens eximium 
caput gloriosum,
Alleluya.77

Alleluia
V. ...
Paris, celebrate
this joyful day,
for Denis,
always the good 
father and patron to you,
transfers the dedication 
of the excellent, glorious 
head, here at hand,
Alleluya.

 The oration asked for clemency and protection for those who translated the head,  and the78

Mass spoke of the happy city Paris which praises the King of Heaven, and of the head of the
King, whom the chorus of angels honors.  79

None of this was, perhaps, surprising since the relic of honor was the caput sancti Ludovici. But
the image of Louis’ head drew on the preexisting association of the Sainte-Chapelle with the
virtue of the head that was imbedded in its very core. The chapel was built as a massive reliquary
for the relic of the Crown of Thorns, which had been placed upon the head of the Savior and
represented at once His Passion and His eternal kingship.  The chapel’s iconography was cen-80

tered on the image of the crown – the thorny crown, the royal crown; the crown of Christ, the
crown of France. The glazing cycle that veils the interior of the upper chapel emphasizes
Christ’s crowning and kingship and its dissemination in the institution of kingship in the actual
crowns of kings – both Old Testament kings and Capetian kings.  Much work has yet to be81
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done on the liturgy of the Crown of Thorns; but unsurprisingly, the images of “head” and
“crown” were abundant throughout the two liturgical offices for the feast day of the Crown of
Thorns that, in the estimation of Chiara Mercuri, were associated with Louis’ patronage.  The82

secular office for the translation of the Crown of Thorns, perhaps written under the aegis of
Gautier Cornut, the archbishop of Sens, evoked repeatedly the image of the head and the crown,
and Christ as the caput ecclesie. And the liturgist who wrote the office that was adopted at court,
also drew on the image of the crown that crowned the head of a king that ruled with references
to the rex glorie who exalted the caput coronatum spinis angustie.  A reading associated with the feast83

of the Crown of Thorns found in Paris 1023 – a breviary of c. 1300 associated with the curia regis,
sometimes called “the Breviary of Philip the Fair” but probably made for a woman – spoke of
the head, which towers above the rest of the members of the body and is honored by the crown,
and of the king, who presides with respect to both place and power, and, because he rules the
monarchy of the entire body, is fittingly crowned with reverence. The head (king) is the center
of reason, invention, and discretion of memory. “Nor is it empty of mystery that the shape of
the crown circularly [circulariter] encircles the head of the king, so that he who, with respect to
rule [regulariter], wishes to be in charge [preesse] and of benefit to [prodesse] [the kingdom], through
him and through his men, should be cautious and prudent in all things. Blessed is the man who
in wisdom will devote attention to, and who in justice will consider, and who in feeling will
reflect upon the foresight of God.”  84

Chiara Mercuri has insisted on the monarchical associations of this office and argued for its
importance within the royal sphere. The ideas here were themselves an intertwining of the
corporate or organic metaphor that evolved within the ecclesiastical sphere in which Christ was
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the king of the ecclesia, and, within a different discourse, the king was the head of the body
politic. Herewith was a compendium of a number of different principles repeatedly relayed in
the kingship literature, hinged on the idea of the crown. With images of the “crown” and the
“head” central to the meaning of the Sainte-Chapelle, the chapel obtained over the next half
century a series of head relics that were installed around the Crown of Thorns in the Grande
Châsse, including the head relics of John the Baptist, Blaise, Clement and Simeon.  The icon-85

ographic evidence indicates that the reliquary of the Baptist was a crowned bust. Heads and
crowns abounded.

So, the importance of Louis’ head at the Sainte-Chapelle, itself associated with sacralized
heads and crowns, was heavy with symbolism at the outset. Its importance in the largely ideo-
logical scheme was expressed in a letter of 1306 to the pope (Clement V), where Philip the Fair
said that because Louis himself had been so devoted to the insignia of the Passion which Louis
had installed in the Sainte-Chapelle, it was fitting “... that the head of this most glorious con-
fessor, who was in his own time laudably in charge of and of glorious benefit to the French, be
solemnly transferred to that very same chapel, which we, by the judgment of rigorous exam-
ination, call the head of the whole kingdom of France.”  This bold conceptualization was re-86

peated in the third lection of the originally composed lections for the office.

“However, when he was leading his mortal life, this saint always held particular and zealous de-
votion for the sacrosanct symbols of the Lord’s Passion and other relics, which he collected
together in the palace chapel in Paris with great reverence. On account of this and so that the
devotion of the faithful should be increased toward Him, the Lord sent into the heart of the king
that the venerable head of the saint should be transferred to the same chapel with all due solemnity
by an assembly of prelates and princes brought together for this purpose. Upon consideration, he
further deemed it fitting that, where the head of the entire kingdom of France is, there the head of
the one who was gloriously in charge of [prefuit] and of great benefit to [profuit] the French should
forever be worshipped with great reverence and continual veneration.”87
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The lection evoked the importance of the Palace as the center of the kingdom, the font of
justice and administration. The language of the king who is praeesse et prodesse to his subjects, used
in both the lections for the Crown of Thorns and the lections for Louis, was itself a trope of the
kingship literature.  It evoked the king as the head of the kingdom, and all the monarchical88

ideas that poured forth from association with it: wisdom, intellect, discretion, justice; central
governance; the hierarchy of rule; the sacral nature of the crown. The head is the prince (or
king), the ruler; it is also the palace, the center of government. Louis’ head, at the palace, which
is the head of the kingdom, sacralizes the institution of kingship, which, as the head, governs
France.

The missing church

By way of conclusion, this essay ends with a premise of the Specula tradition that is notably
missing from the liturgical offices: the protection of churches and clerics. The specula tradition,
authored by churchmen enjoining kings and emperors to rule well, had long conceived of the
king’s function within the ecclesia. Of “the two swords,” John of Salisbury had said, “this sword
is therefore accepted by the prince from the hand of the Church, although it still does not itself
possess the bloody sword entirely... The prince is therefore a sort of minister of the priests and
one who exercises those features of the sacred duties that seem an indignity in the hands of
priests.”  The author of the Liber de informatione principum insisted that the king be devoted to and89

have reverence for the church.  There was some loosening of this in the high and later Middle90

Ages as monarchies developed identities independent of the governing superstructure of Chris-
tendom and the ecclesia, and also inasmuch as kings received advice on rule from lawyers instead
of churchmen. But the tradition, rooted in this ecclesio-politicized perspective, had always
understood the king’s obligation to the church – to protect and defend the church – as integral
to his duties and function. The issue, of course, was how to define “protect and defend”. In one
sense, the king could be seen (as Boniface VIII would claim) as an arm of the church’s interest
and responsible to the spiritual authority; the other view was to interpret the royal function as
the patriarchal protector, fatherly overseer of the church’s interest. The latter afforded the royal
ideal more independence and authority. To the extent that the monarchies of the later medieval
period continued to adopt this ideal, it was in the latter’s guise.
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 The king’s coronation oath included the promise to “preserve the law, justice, and peace for the holy91

church of God and for the people subject to me...”, and to “...preserve inviolate those things that have
been collected and rendered to churchmen by emperors and kings.”. The oath shifted over time; all the
ordines are collected in Jackson 1995-2000. Here, I refer to the Ordo of 1200 (Ordo XIX), which is found
in vol. 1, 262. On the promissio, see David 1950. 

 Gaposchkin 2008, 154-180. 92

 FR VA3 “A. Hic regnum, matrem, liberos, / infantes adhuc teneros, / reliquit, ac sororem, / sed post93

assumptis filiis, / herens Christi consiliis, / dimisit et uxorem.” VA4 “A. Sanctus hic sprevit omnia, /
quecumque transitoria, / propter regnum celorum, / tam carnales delicias, / quam fallaces divicias, / cum
fastu superborum.”

 FR MR1 “R. Francorum iam exercitu, / sub rege Ludovico, / preparato pro transitu, / in conductu94

nautico, / legato ab ecclesia, / dato cum indulgentia. V. In passagio signato, / Deo primum invocato, /
transivit princeps maria.” 
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Echoes of this patriarchal conception of king’s duty to the church are found in several texts
discussed above (NL MR9/EO MR3, and EO VA2), where reference was made to Louis as tutor
ecclesiarum, and famulari Christo. In both, the notion of ecclesiastical protection comes within the
framework as protector of the poor, adopting Dickinson’s “patriarchal perspective” of the role
of the king in society. This reflects the ideal of protection from the king’s promissio taken at the
coronation rite, which itself reflected an enduring ideal of good kingship.  But, the notion of91

the king as protector and defender of the church is entirely absent from Ludovicus Decus, the
office most intent on royalizing Louis’ sanctity, and its role is muted as one of beneficent
protector in Exultemus Omnes.

A brief comparison to the Franciscan office for Louis, Francorum Rex Magnificus, may be in-
structive. Francorum Rex is narrative in its construction, and deals primarily with Louis as
crusader, and as protector of the poor – both Franciscan themes.  The conceptualization of92

Louis as crusader, though, understands Louis as a king willing to renounce his kingship for
Christ and for the service of the church. The Vespers antiphons spoke of how he took up the
cross and left his kingdom in order to adhere to the purposes of Christ.  Matins spoke of how93

he undertook the sea journey on crusade having been given an indulgence “by the legate of the
church”, and then desirous to be accomplishing the “work of God” (MR2).  MR3 and 4 insist94

that Louis offered his obedience to God, happy to suffer evil for Christ. The interests of the
church are defined not as pro ecclesia but rather pro Christo; but the depiction of Louis as a saint
is of the prince, in the service of the church on crusade, willing to renounce his royal authority,
or at least submit it to the interests of the church. This is a wholly different notion of the king’s
relationship to the church and to ecclesiastical interests, and one that, by comparison, highlights
the extent to which the royal tradition, particularly Ludovicus Decus, minimized if not obviated
the virtue of fulfilling ecclesiastical concerns.
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 The best treatments of the political and diplomatic contexts for the canonization are Digard 1936;95

Marrone/Zuckerman 1975. I treat the politics of the canonization itself in Gaposchkin 2003, and again
in chapter 2 of Gaposchkin 2008.
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The stakes of defining the king-saint in this way – as an independent authority instituted by
God directly and responsible for the kingdom (and for but not to the church and only as
protector) makes some sense if we contextualize the secular-royal liturgical traditions of the
Capetian court in terms of the French king’s relationship with the church in the years around
1300. Louis was canonized in 1297, a year after the onset of the dispute between Louis’
grandson, Philip the Fair, and Boniface VIII. The canonization was in fact part of the nego-
tiations between king and pope in one of the more brief, amicable phases of diplomacy.  Nunc95

Laudare, and probably Ludovicus Decus, were written successively about this time. The rapproche-
ment between Philip and Boniface lasted only a short time, and in 1302 the ascendant tensions
exploded. In his famous bull Unam Sanctam Boniface wrote: 

“We are taught by the words of the Gospel that in this church and in her power there are two
swords, a spiritual one and a temporal one. ... Certainly anyone who denies that the temporal sword
is in the power of Peter has not paid heed to the words of the Lord when he said, ‘Put up thy sword
into its sheath.’. [Matthew 26.52] Both then are in the power of the church, the material sword and
the spiritual. But the one is exercised for the church, the other by the church, the one by the hand
of the priest, the other by the hand of the king and soldiers, though at the will and sufferance of the
priest. One sword ought to be under the other and the temporal authority subject to the spiritual
power.”96

The episode culminated in 1303 with the pope’s arrest by agents of the crown, and his death
shortly thereafter. The events were a shock to the institution of the papacy, and a spur to the
development of theoretical writings on the relationship between church and state. And while
many different opinions were voiced, the fallout of the conflict is generally understood as having
been a victory for the emergent secular ideals of governance.  Within the ambit of these events,97

only three years later, Philip translated the relic of Louis’ head, and developed forcefully the
ideal that this saint was the head of the French kingdom, that he interceded with God spe-
cifically and directly for the French (and not for foreigners – non gens advena),  and that a saint98

of the church, whose sanctity was proven by miracles whose authenticity was approved by the
church, was the symbol for secular authority within a kingdom defined clearly by national ideals
of Frenchness and sovereignty.


