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Liturgy and Kingship at the Sainte Chapelle

In The King’s Two Bodies, Ernst Kantorowicz brilliantly demonstrated that the
idea of the king as the head of the body politic emerged from a deep theology
of Christ as the head of the community of Christians and, from there, the pope
as the head of the church.1 The heart of Kantorowicz’s sublime exposition of
medieval political theology was his Chapter 5 – ‘Polity-centered kingship: corpus
mysticum’ – where he argued that, in the middle of the thirteenth century,
the claims of secular rulership took over the images and ideas developed first
theologically and then ecclesiologically. The corporate body was ruled by the
head, making the head central to the idea of rulership, and thus kingship. This
ultimately derived from the spiritualized model of Christ as the head of the body
ecclesia, constituting together the mystical body of Christ, but the concept was
adapted to the institutionalization of the church wherein the pope, as vicar of
Christ, was head of the earthly church. In turn, the ruler as the head of the
corporate body was adopted by kings, as heads of the rei publicae. It was an image
that took root in the twelfth century and grew into the thirteenth and beyond.2

The ‘head’ thus emerged as the central image of a spiritualized political ideology.
The image culminated in the well-known frontispiece with the king at the head of
the body politic that, in 1651, prefaced Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan.3

This was a long history, mediated in the twelfth century by John of Salisbury,4

but for the precise moment when the secular realm took over the language and
framework of the church’s corpus mysticum to define the royal polity under the
leadership of the king, Kantorowicz pointed to mid thirteenth-century Paris, and
in particular two authors – Vincent of Beauvais and Guibert of Tournai – who

1 Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1957), pp. 193–232.

2 For a useful introduction to the king’s body, see the essays collected in Le Corps du Prince
ed. by Agostino Paravicini Bagliani, Micrologus, 22 (Florence: SISMEL, 2014) and particularly
the following essays: Frédérique Lachaud, ‘Corps du prince, corps de la res publica. Écriture
métaphorique et construction politique dans le Policraticus de Jean de Salisbury’, pp. 171–99;
Elizabeth A. R. Brown, ‘The French Royal Funeral Ceremony and the King’s Two Bodies. Ernst H.
Kantorowicz, Ralph E. Giesey and the Construction of a Paradigm’, pp. 105–38.

3 The frontispiece is from an engraving by Abraham Bosse.
4 Lachaud, ‘Corps du prince’, pp. 177–99.
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were intimates of Louis IX, king of France from 1226 to 1270.5 Although St Louis
appears only once in the entire volume, and in an entirely different context,
Kantorowicz identified Vincent and Guibert, a Dominican and a Franciscan
respectively, both active in Paris and working in Louis’s orbit in the 1240s and
50s and writing for the king, as the authors who first developed the idea of the
corpus reipublicae mysticum. That is, he identified these two authors as the first
ones to articulate the kingdom as a body, headed by a king, which drew on the
sacramental and liturgical framework of the church.6

It was in these very same years that Louis IX acquired the Crown of Thorns
and a series of other Christic relics, which he brought to Paris and installed in the
royal palace. The Sainte Chapelle , the magnificent monumental reliquary which
stood at the heart of the palace, and which housed the royal relic collection, was
built to honour kingship: both Christ’s kingship, and the kingship of Louis IX.
The building, its imagery, and its liturgy all lauded kingship. In this, the chapel
itself was a material representation of the state’s ideological ‘borrowing’ of eccle‐
siastical symbols and ideas that Kantorowicz outlined in The King’s Two Bodies.
‘Kingship’, in both its terrestrial and celestial forms, was the pivot upon which that
borrowing could occur. In turn the crown, in both its material and ideological
forms, became the principal symbol of the legitimacy and idealization that this
borrowing sought to achieve.

This essay examines the ways in which the liturgy of the Sainte Chapelle,
within this broader context, specially evoked kingship,7 and how, in the half
century between the acquisition of the Crown of Thorns and the acquisition,
after Louis’s own canonization in 1297, of the relics of St Louis, the sacral
celebration of kingship was increasingly focused on the Capetian kings and the
kingdom they reigned over. Situated just a stone’s throw from Notre Dame of
Paris, the Cathedral of the diocese of Paris, the Sainte Chapelle fell within its
parish, and for the most part adopted Notre Dame’s cursus, which was a secular,
largely Gregorian liturgy with inherited local and Gallican elements.8 Bringing
a magnificent (if small) gothic-style church into the heart of the royal palace, so
close to the cathedral, was itself one way in which ‘the state’ (to use Kantorowicz’s
language) borrowed the ‘insignia, political symbols, prerogatives, and rights of
honor’ of the church.9 But like most institutions, the Sainte Chapelle had a few

5 Kantorowicz, King’s Two Bodies, pp. 207–08.
6 Guibert of Tournai OFM finished the Eruditio regum et principum, dedicated to Louis IX,

in 1259. Vincent of Beauvais, OP, completed his Speculum doctrinale, part of his Speculum
Maius, before 1253. For a summary of the complicated history of its composition, see http://
www.vincentiusbelvacensis.eu/works/worksSM.html [accessed 12 March 2021].

7 A useful complement to this essay is Alyce Jordan, ‘Stained Glass and the Liturgy: Performing Sacral
Kingship in Capetian France’, in Objects, Images, and the Word: Art in the Service of the Liturgy, ed. by
Colum Hourihane (Princeton: Index of Christian Art, 2003) pp. 274–97.

8 Craig M. Wright, Music and Ceremony at Notre Dame of Paris, 500–1500 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989), pp. 41–97.

9 Kantorowicz, King’s Two Bodies, p. 193.
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particular practices, and in this case, several liturgies that were written specifically
to honor the relics housed in the royal chapel. Because the chapel’s central image
was the Crown (Crown of Thorns, Crown of Heaven, Crown of France), and
because crowns sit on heads, crown and head were central to these celebrations of
kingship – kingship both Christic and Capetian.

⁂

The Sainte Chapelle was built between 1238 and 1248, within the royal palace,
which itself stood on the Île-de-la-Cité, encircled by the Seine, in the heart of
Paris. Louis IX, king between 1226 and 1270 and future saint, had the chapel
constructed after acquiring the prestige imperial relic collection in stages from
the Latin Empire of Constantinople between 1239 and 1242. The relic collection
was inaugurated on 11 August 1239 when Louis took possession of the relic of
the Crown of Thorns and brought it in an elaborate procession to Paris a week
later.10 On 14 September 1241, Louis received a second series of Passion relics
from Byzantium, and the following year, on 30 September 1242, a third stash.11

Between 1239 and 1242, Louis had acquired twenty-three of the most prestigious
relics of Christendom. The second transfer included, in addition to Christic
and Marian relics, the head relics of Saints Clement, Blaise, Simeon, and John
the Baptist. Scholars disagree on the whether the Sainte Chapelle was planned
and begun for the Crown of Thorns only, or if the king decided to build the
monumental reliquary only once he had received the further relics, and they
have proposed dates ranging from as early as 1237, when he began negotiations
for the Crown relic, to 1244, well after his acquisition of all twenty-three relics,
when the chapel is first mentioned in the documents.12 Certainly, this major relic
collection required a major shrine, and its position at the heart of the royal palace
underscored its central role in the symbolics of Capetian power. Inside the chapel,

10 Emily Guerry, Crowning Paris: King Louis IX, Archbishop Cornut, and the translation of the Crown of
Thorns, Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, forthcoming.

11 The fullest account we have of the second and third relic transfers was written by Gerard of
Saint-Quentin: see Edouard Miller, ‘Review of “Exuviae Sacrae Constantinopolitanae”’, Journal of
Savants (1878), 292–309 and 389–403. It was republished by Natalis de Wailly, ‘Récit du treizième
siècle sur les translations faites en 1239 et en 1241 des saintes reliques de la passion’, Bibliothèque de
l’École des Chartes, 39 (1878), 401–15. I cite the Miller edition. On dating, M. Cecilia Gaposchkin,
Vexilla Regis Glorie: Liturgy and Relics at the Sainte Chapelle in the Thirteenth Century, Sources d’histoire
médiévale (Paris: CNRS éditions, 2021), pp. 29–36.

12 This has been an ongoing debate. For 1237, see Meredith Cohen, The Sainte-Chapelle and
the Construction of Sacral Monarchy: Royal Architecture in Thirteenth-Century Paris (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2014), p. 205. For 1244, and the state of the question more generally, see
Stephen Gasser, ‘L’architecture de la Sainte-Chapelle. État de la question concernant sa datation, son
maître d’oeuvre et sa place dans l’histoire de l’architecture’, in La Sainte-Chapelle de Paris: Royaume
de France ou Jérusalem céleste, ed. by Christine Hediger (Turnhout: Brepols, 2006), pp. 157–80;
Ralf Lützelschwab, ‘Ludwig der Heilige und der Erwerb der Dornenkrone. Zum Verhältnis von
Frömmigkeit und Politik’, Das Mittelalter, 9 (2004), 12–23.
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the relics were stored in the elaborate ‘Grande Chasse’, and the Crown relic set
in an elaborate bejeweled reliquary in the shape not of the Crown of Thorns, but
a golden bejeweled crown topped by fleur-de-lis.13 The framing iconography of
the reliquary in this way fostered the slippage between the earthly and heavenly
crown.

By the time that Eudes of Chateâuroux, papal legate and friend of the king,
consecrated the chapel on 26 April 1248, two new liturgical feasts had been estab‐
lished to honor the new relics. The king had moved rapidly to set up liturgical
celebration of the Crown of Thorns, and its feast was probably established even
before ground was broken for the Sainte Chapelle. (The Cistercians were deliber‐
ating on a request from Louis that they oversee the confection and organization
of their own liturgy for the August feast of the Crown of Thorns as early as
14 September 1240.14) The feast for the Crown of Thorns was established on
11 August, the anniversary of the day on which Louis first received the Crown
(at a small town near Sens, the archdiocese, called Villeneuve l’Archeveque). At
the Sainte Chapelle it was celebrated as an annuale, the highest rank accorded
to a feast.15 The feast was also promulgated in Paris and ultimately throughout
the diocese of Sens. The liturgy for the Crown of Thorns that was adopted at
the Sainte Chapelle was initially written for general celebration in the diocese of
Paris, but a number of changes were made for use at the royal chapel and a long
set of lections were appended to the office.16 About the same time, someone at
the Sainte Chapelle composed an extraordinary set of proper sequences for the
Crown of Thorns, most of which are preserved in a single manuscript and were
only ever celebrated at the royal chapel.17 We do not have any definitive evidence
for the commissioning of these rites, but given a number of analogues, it is not
unreasonable to suppose that they were a royal initiative. Later, Louis asked the
Dominicans of the local Dominican Convent to come in specially to celebrate
the Crown feast at the Sainte Chapelle on 11 August. In turn, the Feast of the
Reception of the Relics was established for 30 September, the anniversary of
the date on which were received the third installment of Passion relics in 1242,

13 Paris, Archives Nationales, MS LL 633, fols 11r, 14r. See also Robert Branner, ‘The Grande Châsse
of the Sainte Chapelle’, Gazette des Beaux Arts, ser. 6, 77 (1971), 5–18. Cynthia Hahn, ‘The Sting of
Death is the Thorn, but the Circle of the Crown is Victory over Death’, in Saints and Sacred Matter:
The Cult of Relics in Byzantium and Beyond, ed. by Cynthia Hahn and Holger Klein (Washington, DC:
Dumbarton Oaks, 2015), pp. 193–214.

14 Statuta Capitulorum Generalium Ordinis Cisterciensis ab anno 1116 ad annum 1786. Bibliothéque de
la revue d’histoire ecclésiastique, ed. by Joseph Canivez, 8 vols (Louvain: Bureaux de la revue, 1933–
1941), II, p. 216, no. 3.

15 Paris, Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal, MS 114, fol. 157v.
16 Gaposchkin, Vexilla Regis Glorie, pp. 57–79.
17 Le Prosaire de la Sainte-Chapelle: Manuscrits du chapitre de Saint-Nicolas de Bari (vers 1250),

Monumenta musicae sacrae, ed. by René Hesbert (Macon: Protat frères, 1952). These have now
been studied in Yossi Maurey, Liturgy and Sequences of the Sainte-Chapelle: Music, Relics, and Sacral
Kingship in Thirteenth-Century France (Turnhout: Brepols, forthcoming).
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and was also accorded the rank of an annuale.18 A series of proper sequences
for this feast were likewise composed and copied into the chapel’s Proser for
celebration only at the Sainte Chapelle.19 Louis entrusted this feast’s celebration
to the Franciscans. The Relics feast was a private, local rite, celebrated as far as
we can tell only at the Sainte Chapelle, or by individuals with ties to the court,
and was thus much more limited. The commission of its liturgy was also certainly
royal. Both feast days were occasions to celebrate in different ways kingship.

A ceremonial was established in which devotion to the relics and participation
in the liturgical rites was one way to demonstrate royal devotion. Louis himself
may have established the practice of displaying the cross relic to the populace
while wearing full regalia on Good Friday. Certainly the ritual as practiced by his
successors was attributed to him.20 But the Sainte Chapelle was the ceremonial

18 Arsenal, MS 114, fol. 178v. The rationale for this dating is worked out in the first chapter of
Gaposchkin, Vexilla Regis Glorie, pp. 29–36.

19 For a fuller treatment of the use and appropriation of these sequences, see now Maurey, Liturgy and
Sequences of the Sainte-Chapelle. He notes to me that the sequence Nos ad laudes was also used outside
the chapel.

20 It is generally assumed that Louis established the practice, but I have not found definitive evidence
of this; only that later kings assumed he did. William of Saint-Pathus discusses Louis’s ritual devotion
to the cross on Good Friday but does not make reference to any public display of the relic. See
Guillaume of Saint-Pathus, Vie de Saint Louis, ed. by Henri-François Delaborde, Collection de textes
pour servir à l’étude et à l’enseignement de l’histoire, 27 (Paris: Picard, 1899), pp. 39–41. Félibien
claimed Louis established the practice of displaying the relic in full regalia on Good Friday – Michel
Félibien, Histoire de la ville de Paris, 5 vols (Paris: Chez Charles-Jean-Bapt. Delespine, 1725), I, p. 296.
He states there: ‘le reste de sa vie, que tous les ans il ne manquoit pas de se render le Vendredy
saint à la chapelle du palais, où revestu de ses ornemens royaux, il exposoit luimesme la vraie croix
à la venerations du peuple; ce que pratiquérent aussi plusieurs de ses successeurs, à son exemple’.
Félibien here cites: ‘Hist. de S. Louis, to. I. p. 310’. Félibien appears to be citing Jean Filleau de La
Chaise, Histoire de S. Louis, 2 vols (Paris: Chez Jean Baptiste Coignard, 1688), I, pp. 310–11, where
it is written: ‘tous les ans il ne manquoit point de se render le Vendredy saint à la sainte chapelle, où
revetu des ornemens royaux, il exposoit ce morceau de la vraye croix à la veneration du peuple, ce
que beaucoup de ses successeurs ont pratiqué à son exemple’. De la Chaise, in turn, cites: ‘Du Ch 400,
333, 456. MS. F. 19. D. 600’. The first three citations are: The anonymous of Saint-Denis, Guillaume
of Nangis, and Geoffrey of Beaulieu, speaking generally about the relic acquisition and Louis’s
devotion to the cross, but nowhere specifically about a public display in regalia on Good Friday. The
final two citations are to Tillemont’s unpublished notebooks, which de la Chaise used extensively.
Frustratingly, Tillemont’s notebooks ‘D’ and ‘F’ are now both lost; thus if this has a medieval source,
it is now lost to us. The best introduction to Tillemont’s manuscripts is now Sean L. Field, ‘The
Missing Sister: Sébastien Le Nain de Tillemont’s Life of Isabelle of France’, Revue Mabillon, n.s.
18 (2007), 243–70 (pp. 267–70). Tillemont himself, writing in the seventeenth century, says only
that Louis’s successors did so: Sébastien Le Nain de Tillemont, Vie de Saint Louis, Roi de France,
ed. by Julien Ph. de Gaulle, 6 vols (Paris: Renouard et cie, 1847–1851), II, p. 417. Tillemont cites
his friend Vyon d’Hérouval, but without further indications. In a later chapter (DLIII: ‘Comment
saint Louis passoit le vendredi saint’ in Tillemont, Vie, V, pp. 361–63), Tillemont does not mention
public display. For ritual context, see Edina Bozóky, ‘Saint Louis, ordonnateur et acteur des rituels
autour des reliques de la passion’, in La Sainte-Chapelle de Paris: Royaume de France, ed. by Hediger,
pp. 19–34; and more broadly Edina Bozóky, La politique des reliques de Constantin à Saint Louis (Paris:
Beauchesne, 2006).
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centre of the court, the place of great aesthetic grandeur that made an impression
on visitors. Louis and his successors participated in processions that began and
ended at the Sainte Chapelle, often carrying relics and proceeding through the
royal palace and back to the chapel. William of Saint-Pathus recorded that Louis
‘summoned for these feasts [the feasts of the Crown of Thorns and the Feasts
of the Reception of the Relics] whichever bishops were available and organized
a procession of these bishops and friars through the royal palace, and at this
procession the blessed king carried the holy relics on his own shoulders with the
bishops, and the procession brought together the clergy of Paris and the people’.21

In later years, the Sainte Chapelle was a forum for greeting (and impressing) for‐
eign dignitaries.22 And its importance as the sacred symbol of Capetian authority
and kingship was only amplified by its association with no less than St Louis
himself, its founder who was in turn canonized in 1297.

The liturgy for the Crown of Thorns emphasized above all themes of eternal
kingship.23 The inherent symbolism of the Crown relic permitted the liturgy’s
dual emphasis on Christ the King and Christ as head of the church. Christ is
the eternal king;24 He is the King of the heavens;25 the King of glory,26 the King
of mercy, and the King of clemency.27 The liturgy further drew on the image
of the mystical body. Christ is the head of the church, which is made up of its
members: ‘O Christ, the head of the church […] transfers to us today the crown
of your head’,28 and ‘the crown of Christ the head today crowns all the members’,29

Although the liturgy gestured at a few points to its political framework – ‘Today,
the King of mercy confers this crown upon our Gaul’30 – for the most part, the
office imagined the broader community of Christians. The crown sat atop the

21 Guillaume de Saint-Pathus, Vie de Saint Louis, par Guillaume de Saint-Pathus, confesseur de la reine
Marguerite (Paris: Picard, 1899), p. 42: ‘Et encore fesoit apeler le benoiez rois as dites festes aucuns
evesques que il pooit avoir et festoit fere procession de ces evesques et des freres par le palès roial
en revenant a la chapele. Et a cele procession li benoiez rois portoit a ses propes espaules, avec les
eveques, les reliques devants dites, et a cele procession a’ssembloit li clergié de Paris et li pueples’.

22 For examples, see Cohen, The Sainte-Chapelle, pp. 160–61.
23 For the following discussion and notes, the versions of Adest nova used at the Sainte Chapelle are

edited and translated in Gaposchkin, Vexilla Regis Glorie, pp. 133–200, and 201–39 for translations.
24 Adest nova, VA3 (third anthiphon for first vespers) eterni regis; VH1 (first stanza of vespers hymn):

Eterne rex.
25 Regis et pontificisˠ, 7a: ‘celorum rex’. Note that several versions of Regis et pontificis were in circulation.

Regis et pontificisˠ indicates a version used at the Sainte Chapelle and at Saint Victor. On these
distinctions, see Gaposchkin, Vexilla Regis Glorie, 57–80, especially at 71–72. See also Maurey, Liturgy
and Sequences of the Sainte-Chapelle.

26 Adest nova, Invititory: ‘regi glorie’; MR2 (second responsory for matins): ‘rex glorie’.
27 Regis et pontificisˠ 5a: ‘rex misericordie’; Adest nova Magnificat antiphon: ‘O rex clementine’.
28 Adest nova VA2 (second antiphon for first vespers): ‘Christe caput ecclesie qui transfers ad nos hodie

tui coronam capitis’.
29 Adest nova VH2 (second stanza of first vespers hymn): ‘Corona christi capitis membra corona hodie’.
30 Regis et pontificisˠ, 5a.
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head of Christ as the head of the Augustinian church of all elect, past present and
future.31 Crowning ‘us’ here meant simply offering grace to mankind.

The office worked within a theological framework in which crowns (and other
headgear, particularly in the Old Testament) were typological nodes that linked
earthly passion (the Crown of Thorns) to eternal glory (the crown of glory).
Repeatedly, the mean and thorny crown is traded in for the crown of salvation.
The collect (a core anchor of any proper liturgy, recited in both office and mass)
stated simply that ‘we […] who venerate His thorny crown on earth might
merit to be crowned in glory and honor [cf. Ps. 8. 6] in the heavens’.32 The ninth
lection stated ‘Through the Crown of Thorns, placed on His head, we obtained
the diadem of the kingdom; we were saved by his wounds’.33 The movement of
Christ’s crown from its Old Testament type (the mitre, or the cidaris), to the
new Testament Crown of Thorns, and then to the Crown of Salvation culminated
in Christ’s Final Judgment. The readings for the Little Hours were Rev. 6. 2 [‘And
I saw, and behold a white horse, and he that sat on him had a bow, and there was
a crown given him, and he went forth conquering that he might conquer’]. and
Is. 28. 5 [‘In that day the Lord of hosts shall be a crown of glory, and a garland
of joy to the residue of his people’]. A remarkable stanza from the Lauds Hymn
stated that ‘Our kingdom retains for you this renowned treasure. As the Day of
Judgment approaches, you shall recover this [treasure], left behind here’.34 Christ
would need his Crown at Final Judgment, and would return to Paris to retrieve
it.35

The liturgy for the 11 August feast day was promulgated in Paris. A number
of additions were made to the liturgy when the Sainte Chapelle began services,
the most notable of which was an extremely long set of lections that were only
ever used at the royal chapel and which are in precise dialogue with the liturgy
to which they were paired. These constituted an extended sermon on the multiple
meanings of Christ’s crown: ‘Christ has been crowned with four crowns […]
the first was the crown of humanity, the second of passion, the third of justice, the
fourth of glory’.36 The lections track the move from the earthly, painful crown (of
thorns) to the eternal crown of glory articulated in the liturgy’s chant. The text’s

31 Stanislaus J. Grabowski, ‘St Augustine and the Doctrine of the Mystical Body of Christ’, Theological
studies, 7 (1946), 72–125.

32 Gaudeamus omnes mass, Collect: ‘Presta quesumus omnipotens deus ut qui in memoriam passionis
domini nostri ihesu christi coronam eius spineam veneramur in terris, ab ipso “gloria et honore
coronari” [cf. Ps. 8. 6] mereamur in celis. Qui tecum vivit et regnat’.

33 Adest novaSC Lection 9: ‘Vincula eius, nos liberos fecerunt. Corona eius spinea capitis eius dyadema
regni adepti sumus; vulneribus eius sanati sumus’. The lection is drawing here from Jerome
(attributed), Commentary on the Gospel according to Mark, PL, 30 (Paris: Migne, 1865) col. 635D.

34 Adest nova LH4 (fourth stanza of lauds hymn): ‘Nostra conservat regio / tibi thesaurum inclitum /
iminente iudicio / resumens hoc depositum’.

35 Emily Guerry has brought attention to this extraordinary stanza and its implications in a number of
professional talks.

36 Adest nova Lection 5: ‘Legat et intelligat devotus chorus fidelium regem nostrum coronis quatuor
fuisse coronatum […] Prima fuit corona humanitatis, secunda passionis, tercia iusticie, quarta glorie’.
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284 M. CECILIA GAPOSCHKIN

treatment of the crown of justice permitted a short discussion of the duties of the
terrestrial (Capetian) king, which addressed ‘those who are present and others
who are not present’,37 and evokes two biblical quotations on good kingship –
Wisdom 6. 2–6, and 2 Chron. 19. 6–7 – that were staples of the Mirrors for
Princes literature. The latter, for instance, warned:

Take heed what you do: for you exercise not the judgment of man, but of
the Lord; and whatsoever you will have judged, it shall redound to you. Let
the fear of the Lord be with you, and do all things with diligence, for there is
no iniquity with the Lord our God, nor respect of persons, not desire of gifts.

The liturgical sermon evoked the head-and-body framework, explaining why it
is appropriate for the head to be crowned. Although the sermon does not state
it directly, its object here has moved silently from the Heavenly king to the
earthly one, another indication of the slippage between the spheres of spiritual
and secular rulership. The head is at the top of the body because it looks towards
the heavens and stands over the rest of the members. The head is where the
senses of reason, decision making, and memory are located, and so endowed, is
worthy of the crown as a sublime sign of royal dignity. ‘Whence the principal
of all the senses sits atop, with the rule of the entire body; in this place of and
in this power it possesses not unworthily the diadem as a more sublime sign of
the great royal dignity […] It is no mystery that the shape of a crown encircles
the head of a king circularly [“circulariter”], so that he who, with respect to rule
[“regulariter”], wishes to be in charge [“preesse”] and of benefit to [“prodesse”]
on behalf of himself and his own, should be careful and prudent in all things’.38

Through prudence, the king seeks to participate in providence, and thus the image
of earthly kingship is nestled into the framework of Christ’s kingship.39

The other set of additions made to the Paris liturgy for its celebration at
the Sainte Chapelle were the sequences – special hymn-like prayers sung during
the mass – composed about the same time as the office Adest nova was adapted for
use at the chapel.40 Sequences were traditionally the most localized element of any
proper mass. These sequences repeatedly linked Christ’s kingship to that of the
earthly, French king. France, and its king, is graced and honored by the Heavenly
king’s gift of the Crown of Thorns. ‘How great is the fortune of this kingdom!
Thanks to its king, the city of Paris preserves a treasure of such value.’41 And

37 Adest novaSC Lection (D)2: ‘Ad eos autem qui presunt aliis et non prosunt’.
38 Adest novaSC Lection (B)1: ‘Unde cum tocius corporis monarchie presideat princeps omnium

sensuum; loco et potestate sublimior dignitatis regie signum non indigne possidet dyadema […]
Nec vacat a misterio quod figura corone caput regis circulariter circumcingit. Ut qui regulariter vult
preesse et prodesse pro se, et pro suis, cautus sit, et in omnibus circumspectus’.

39 This evocation of prudence has a Thomistic flavour.
40 For a thorough treatment of the themes in the following paragraph, see Maurey, Liturgy and Sequences

of the Sainte-Chapelle.
41 From the sequence Letetur felix Gallia. Translation in Maurey, Liturgy and Sequences of the Sainte-

Chapelle.
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elsewhere, the ‘the invincible kingdom of France is exalted’ through the crown,
the object of honor and glory.42 Throughout the sequence repertoire the Crown
of Thorns is understood as special gift to the French kingdom. Indeed, one stanza
claims the France itself was crowned by the translation of the Crown of Thorns.43

The theme of kingship was not as pronounced in the office for the Reception
of the Relics, which emphasized passion and suffering over Christ’s majestic
sovereignty, but the thematics drew on the idea that the relics were the ‘vexilla
regis’ (‘the battle standards of the king’) and the ‘arma christi’ (‘the weapons
of Christ’), that both helped Christ overcome death and Christians battle both
visible and invisible enemies.44 The liturgy drew on two grounding ideas. The first
was the idea of the relics as the King’s battle standards, itself derived from the
famous sixth-century hymn of Venantius Fortunatus, who had coined the idea
of the Cross as the Vexilla regis.45 The second was the idea of the relics as the
armour of God, rooted in Eph. 6. 10–11, which served as the chapter reading:
‘Be strengthened in the Lord and in the might of his power; put on the armour
of God, that you may be able to stand against the deceits of the devil’. The relics
were thus the battle standards of the King of glory and the weapons of the glorious
King.46 The relic of the reed, which Christ had been handed to mock his claim
to kingship, is called the ‘scepter of the King of all kings’.47 Jesus is ‘rex omnium’
(‘King of all’).48

In both the Crown and the Relics office, the kingdom is the Kingdom of
heaven. Through the Crown of Thorns we can obtain the diadem of the Kingdom
of heaven.49 The crown should encircle the head of the (earthly) king lest he be
made foolish in the kingdom of God.50 The relics liturgy speaks of ‘the glory
of the future kingdom to be given to the faithful’,51 ‘the kingdom of the church’
and ‘the kingdom of Christ and the church’,52 and it is Christ who both opens
and closes the doorway to the kingdom.53 This is not the political community;

42 From the sequence Gaude Sion. Translation in Maurey, Liturgy and Sequences of the Sainte-Chapelle.
43 From the sequence Si vis vere 6b. Translation in Maurey, Liturgy and Sequences of the Sainte-Chapelle.
44 For the following discussion and notes, the versions of Vexilla regis glorie, which was used at the Sainte

Chapelle, are edited and translated in Gaposchkin, Vexilla Regis Glorie, pp. 241–312.
45 Analecta hymnica medii aevi, ed. by Guido Maria Dreves and Clemens Blume, 55 vols (Leipzig: Fue’s

Verlag, Reisland, 1886–1922), L, pp. 74–75. On Venantius’ hymn, see Louis van Tongeren, Exaltation
of the Cross: Toward the Origins of the feast of the Cross and the Meaning of the Cross in Early Medieval
Liturgy, Liturgia Condenda, 11 (Leuven: Peeters, 2000), pp. 243–45.

46 Vexilla regis glorie is the opening words of the entire liturgy. Vexilla regis glorie VA1. For weapons of
the glorious king, see the Antiphon for the Magnificat.

47 Vexilla regis glorie: ‘Hec arundo comitatur / dextre gestatorium / que et sceptrum appelatur / regis
regum omnium’.

48 Vexilla regis glorie, Alternate antiphon for the Magnificat.
49 Adest novaSC Lection 9.
50 Adest novaSC Lection B2.
51 Vexilla regis glorie Lection 1: ‘et in corona futuri regni gloria’.
52 Vexilla regis glorie Lection 2: ‘“regnum ecclesie”’, and ‘regnum Christi et ecclesie’.
53 Vexilla regis glorie Lection E4.
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it is the spiritual and eschatological one, what Kantorowicz called ‘the Kingdom
of heaven, the celestial city of Jerusalem’.54 That is, the liturgy’s kingdom is the
kingdom of God, of Salvation, and of the community of the church, made up of
all saved throughout time. It is the corpus mysticum of the church. In Kantorowicz’s
language, ‘Christian society as composed of all the faithful, past, future, and
present, actual, and potential’.55

The language of kingship thus permeates the offices, although with a focus
not on Capetian kingship but on Christ’s eternal sovereignty and dignity. This
was true both of the liturgy, and the extraordinary glass cycle which, although
famously, crucially, and boldly incorporating Louis’s reception of the relics into
the cycle of Christian salvation, was principally ordered on Christ’s kingship, both
earthly and heavenly. Images of a crowned Christ defined the central axis of the
chapel’s iconography. In the East end, in line with the altar where the Eucharist
enacted His sacrifice at every mass, He was shown wearing the Crown of Thorns;
on the West end, in the (lost) Apocalypse Rose, he surely had worn a Crown
of Glory. Likewise, the recently recovered wall painting of the Crucifixion at
the eastern end of the axis, right behind the altar, shows Christ wearing the
Crown of Thorns.56 Just as in the liturgy, which evoked and mused upon various
types of crowns, crowns of all sort dominated the glazing cycle and of the dado
sculpture, all taking their meaning from Christ’s crown, signifying Christ’s divine
sovereignty. For the most part then, the first stage of the Sainte Chapelle project
emphasized above all the kingship of Christ. The links to the earthly kingship and
terrestrial power of the Capetians in both the liturgy (as just discussed), and more
boldly in the glazing cycle which placed Louis himself into biblical history, were
merely its consequence.57 But the focus was on Christ’s kingship, the immediate
emblems of which were housed at the shrine at the heart of Paris.

⁂

Louis’s own canonization, and the integration of his commemoration into the
liturgy of the Sainte Chapelle, provided the opportunity for the liturgy to cel‐
ebrate more explicitly French kingship and the Capetian lineage. Louis died

54 Kantorowicz, King’s Two Bodies, p. 234.
55 Kantorowicz, King’s Two Bodies, p. 195.
56 Emily Davenport Guerry, ‘The Wall Paintings of the Sainte-Chapelle’ (unpublished doctoral thesis,

University of Cambridge, 2013).
57 Louis Grodecki, Sainte-Chapelle, 2nd edn (Paris: Caisse nationale des monuments historiques et des

sites, 1975), pp. 89–96; Beat Brenk, ‘The Ste.-Chapelle as a Capetian Political Program’, in Artistic
Integration in Gothic Buildings, ed. by Virginia Raguin, Kathryn Brush, and Peter Draper (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1996), pp. 195–213; Alyce Jordan, Visualizing Kingship in the Windows
of the Sainte-Chapelle, International Center of Medieval Art Monograph Series, 1 (Turnhout: Brepols,
2002); M. Christian de Merindol, ‘Le programme de la Sainte-Chapelle (1241–1248)’, Comptes
Rendus des séances de l’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, 157 (2013), 1025–1100.
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in 1270 while on crusade in Tunis.58 His was an appropriate death worthy of the
holy king, and moves were immediately made to have him canonized.59 In 1272
the Pope wrote to his confessor to commission a life (vita) in anticipation of
an inquiry into the king’s sanctity, the production of which was followed by
a companion account written by another clerical intimate of the king.60 Formal
canonization proceedings were inaugurated in 1278, a public inquest was held
at Saint-Denis (the ‘royal abbey’ north of Paris) in 1282–1283, and Louis was
formally canonized in 1297 by Pope Boniface VIII.61 Although the earlier Sainte
Chapelle feasts had been sanctioned by the Pope (in this case, Innocent IV),
particularly in granting indulgences for pilgrims who visited the chapel during
the feasts or their octaves,62 the feast was not promulgated through Rome and
thus, among secular churches, was primarily adopted within the archdiocese
of Sens, to which Paris, and the Sainte Chapelle itself, belonged.63 In contrast,
promulgation of the feast day of St Louis was mandated throughout Christendom.
In the Canonization bull, which was issued on 11 August 1297, the Pope ‘advised
and strictly urged every one of you, directed by apostolic letter, to celebrate the
feast day of this saint devoutly and solemnly on the day following the Feast of
the Apostle Saint Bartholomew [i.e., on August 25 and 24 respectively] […]
and arrange for the feast to be celebrated through your cities and diocese by
faithful Christians with appropriate veneration’.64 Cistercians, Franciscan, and
Dominicans adopted the feast and confected liturgical materials. The ultimate
scope of celebration of Louis’s feast was thus more widespread than the Crown
feast, although certainly it was concentrated in France and particularly in the Paris
basin.

At Paris, the reigning king, Louis’s grandson Philip IV ‘the Fair’ (1285–1314),
commissioned a well-respected Amienois composer named Pierre de la Croix
to produce an elegant liturgical office, Ludovicus Decus Regnantium, which was

58 Michael Lower, The Tunis Crusade of 1270 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). Xavier Hélary,
La dernière croisade: Saint Louis à Tunis (1270) (Paris: Perrin, 2016).

59 M. Cecilia Gaposchkin, The Making of Saint Louis: Kingship, Sanctity, and Crusade in the Later Middle
Ages (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008), pp. 25–33.

60 The Pope was Gregory IX. The Confessor was Geoffrey of Beaulieu, who wrote The Life and Saintly
Comportment of Louis, Former King of the Franks, of Pious Memory. The second cleric was William of
Chartres, who wrote On the Life and Deeds of Louis, King of the Franks of Famous memory, and on the
Miracles that Declare his Sanctity. Translations of both Vitae can be found in The sanctity of Louis IX:
early lives of Saint Louis by Geoffrey of Beaulieu and William of Chartres, ed. by Larry F. Field and others
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014).

61 A translation of the Canonization bull can be found in The sanctity of Louis IX, pp. 160–72.
62 On which see Cohen, The Sainte-Chapelle, pp. 151–55.
63 The diocese of Paris was within the archdiocese of Sens. This is not true for the Cistercians and the

Dominicans, who adopted different liturgical formularies for the Crown of Thorns, the geographical
reach for which is wider. It is worth noting that the same is true for the celebration of Louis’ feast day.

64 The sanctity of Louis IX, pp. 170–71.
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replete with images of kingship.65 Pierre worked with a provisional office that
had been composed for the Dominicans (probably of the Rue Saint Jacques
in Paris), rewriting it in ways that emphasized themes of kingship and royalty. This
liturgy was adopted at the Sainte Chapelle, as well as more broadly in Paris and
throughout France. At the Sainte Chapelle, because Louis’s feast was celebrated
as an annuale, which was the highest possible rank, the liturgy was further em‐
bellished with a series of Octave antiphons and readings which praised Louis
as a miracle worker, drawing on the testimony collected about his miracles at
Saint-Denis. In 1309, Philip entrusted the celebration of this special feast to the
Franciscans and Dominicans, balancing the division of labor established by Louis
for the Crown and the Relics. As with the liturgy for the feast day of the Crown
of Thorns, the liturgy for the feast of St Louis emanated from the palace but
was intended for, and adopted by, secular churches in Paris and beyond. Given
the focus on Louis’s royal sanctity, and the liturgy’s celebration of sanctity as
a function of Louis’s kingship, the origination and dissemination of the liturgical
office for Louis reveals how liturgy could be a technology of royal ideology and
propaganda.66

Where the liturgy for the Crown of Thorns focused on Christ’s kingship,
Ludovicus Decus Regnantium (‘Louis, the glory of all who rule’) celebrated the
saint king for his saintly rulership.67 That is, using the same language and a number
of the same basic tropes, the liturgy actualized ideals of Christian rulership, rooted
in the model of Christ’s sovereignty, in the figure of St Louis as a terrestrial king.
The office throughout claims that Louis exchanged the lesser, earthly kingdom
for the Kingdom of Heaven, and that Louis is rewarded in heaven because of
his just rule on earth.68 The collect (again, that core prayer of both the mass
and office) stated that Louis has transitioned from the earthly and temporal
kingdom to the glory of the celestial and eternal Kingdom.69 Drawing on the
framework of the different crowns outlined in the Crown of Thorns liturgy, it is
stated that Louis exchanged the crown of justice for the crown of glory.70 And
also that God crowned Louis’s own head in heaven.71 But here, the framework is

65 Gaposchkin, The Making of Saint Louis, pp. 100–25, and revisited below. The office texts are
reproduced on pp. 253–83.

66 The idea of liturgy as a technology of cultural and ideological transmission is developed in Sean
Griffin, The Liturgical Past in Byzantium and early Rus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2019).

67 The following discussion draws from Gaposchkin, The Making of Saint Louis, pp. 100–24, a chapter
entitled ‘Royal Sanctity and Sacral Kingship’. For the following discussion and notes, the version of
Ludovicus Decus Regnantium (the office) and Gaudemus omnes (the mass) are edited and translated
in M. Cecilia Gaposchkin, Blessed Louis, the most glorious of kings, Notre Dame Texts in Medieval
Culture (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012), pp. 153–221.

68 A theme discussed in Gaposchkin, The Making of Saint Louis, p. 110.
69 Gaposchkin, The Making of Saint Louis, p. 257. The theme is also repeated in the Vespers hymn

(second stanza) and elsewhere.
70 Ludovicus Decus Regnanium VH5 (vespers hymn stanza 5).
71 Ludovicus Decus Regnanium MA3 (third antiphon for matins).
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explicitly political. Louis is praised throughout the office according to traditional
attributes of good kingship: he ruled with mercy and justice; he is compared
to the classic Old Testament antetypes of the good kingship literature, David,
Solomon, Hezekiah, and Josiah. More directly, the constituency for the saint
king’s intercession are the French people. Just as Louis looked after them in life
through his earthly rule, so now he intercedes for them with the Heavenly ruler.
The French kingdom (‘regnum Francie’) should rejoice, since their own king is
now their patron in heaven.72 The French people (‘plebs francigena’) is ‘under
the protection of your former king’ who now resides in Christ’s palace.73 France
herself (‘devota Francia’) praises her king.74

To the extent that the liturgy was commissioned by the crown but dissemi‐
nated beyond the court, the office thus served explicitly as a mechanism of royal
propaganda. This was less the case for the other liturgical feast in honor of Louis
adopted at the Sainte Chapelle, the feast for the translation of Louis’s head that
was established after 1306 in honor of the relic of the Head of St Louis (without
the jaw). Louis had been buried at Saint-Denis, the abbey north of Paris which
served as the royal necropolis, in 1271.75 His body had been divided outside Tunis
in the crusade camp, packed up, and sent back to be properly buried at the royal
necropolis. It is for this reason that the formal canonization inquest was held at
Saint-Denis in 1282–1283, because it was the place where most miracles had oc‐
curred. When Louis was canonized in 1297, the abbey-church found themselves
in possession of a set of extremely prestigious relics in the form of Louis’s body.
These relics were all the more valuable in that they fed Saint-Denis’ own identity
as a pilgrimage site, as a royal foundation devoted to the French crown, and as
the holder of the regalia and the Oriflamme.76 The inaugural celebration of Louis’s
feast, 25 August 1298, was, on the order of the king, also the occasion for his
solemn translation from his grave to a shrine.77 Philip IV issued formal summons

72 Ludovicus Decus Regnantium VA2 (second antiphon for first vespers).
73 Ludovicus Decus Regnanium VA4 (fourth antiphon for first vespers).
74 Ludovicus Decus Regnantium MH1 (first stanza of hymn for matins).
75 Gaposchkin, The Making of Saint Louis, p. 28. Guillaume de Nangis, ‘Vie de Philippe III’, in Recueil des

historiens des Gaules et de la France 20, ed. by Joseph Naudet and Pierre C. F. Daunou (Paris: Palmé,
1840), pp. 468–69.

76 Elizabeth A. R. Brown. ‘The Chapel of St Louis at Sainte-Denis’ in Brown and others, ‘New research
on abbeys of the Parisian region in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries’, Gesta, 17 (1978), 71–76
(p. 76); Elizabeth A. R. Brown, ‘The Chapels and Cult of Saint Louis at Saint-Denis’, Mediaevalia, 10
(1984), 279–331.

77 Joinville wrote: ‘After this good news arrived from Rome the king appointed the day following the
feast of Saint Bartholomew for the translation of the saintly body. When the saintly remains had
been exhumed, they were carried out to the platform that had been prepared for them. The then
archbishop of Rheims – may God absolve him – and my nephew my lord Henry of Villars, who was
archbishop of Lyons at that time, were at the head of the party that bore them, with several other
archbishops and bishops whose names I do not know behind them’. – Jean of Joinville and Geoffrey
of Villehardouin, Chronicles of the Crusades, p. 334. On the cult of St Louis at Saint-Denis, see Brown,
‘Chapels’, pp. 279–331; Gaposchkin, The Making of Saint Louis, pp. 139–51.
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to the great men of the realm to attend the ceremony at the Abbey.78 But Philip
wanted Louis’s relics at the Sainte Chapelle, the royal chapel in the heart of the
royal palace. As Elizabeth A. R. Brown stated, he ‘took a proprietary interest’.79

His efforts to attain them only partially failed. After a series of negotiations, and
his inability to exert control over the entire corpus, a compromise was reached,
wherein just the head of the royal saint was, on 17 May 1306, transferred to the
palace’s royal chapel, the Sainte Chapelle.80 But this was still a coup.

Even if Philip was disappointed, the head relic was an extremely appropriate
addition to the chapel’s broader relic collection, which already included the heads
of saints: John the Baptist, St Simeon, St Clement, and St Blaise. Next to the
Crown of Thorns and the relics of the True Cross, Louis’s head became the
most important of the relics in the collection. Part of this was, obviously, because
it was the (head) relic of the saint, the founder of the chapel, a king himself,
a confirmation of the importance of all the principal symbolic elements of the
chapel and the crown to start with: kingship, sanctity, Capetian, Paris. Philip had
sought to acquire the entire body, but in fact the head alone afforded a series of
opportunities that the entirety would not have, because it was his head, the center
of rationality, the bearer of a [the] crown, and the preeminent part of the body.
The idea that God was the One responsible for the transfer of the relics to their
natural home – the palace and centre of the realm – echoed an idea articulated
in the Parisian liturgy for the Crown Thorns, which stated that God decided the
relics of the passion should be venerated in Paris just as he had decided that the
place of his sacrifice should be the Holy Land.81

The sumptuous golden and bejeweled reliquary that Philip commissioned for
the cranium naturally depicted Louis wearing a crown with a fleur-de-lis motif
that echoed visually and thematically both the relic, and reliquary, of the Crown
of Thorns itself, and all the crown iconography scattered throughout the chapel.82

And indeed, it appears that other head relics at the Sainte Chapelle wore crowns.
The reliquary of John the Baptist, never a king, wore the fleur-de-lis crown.83 And

78 Elizabeth A. R. Brown, ‘Philippe le Bel et les restes de Louis IX: Nouvel examen des sources’,
Bibliothèque de l’école des chartes, 175 (2020), forthcoming.

79 This quote was taken from an English version of paper later translated and due to be published as:
Brown, ‘Philippe le Bel et les restes de Louis IX’.

80 Elizabeth A. R. Brown, ‘Philippe le Bel and the Remains of St Louis’, Gazette des Beaux-Arts, 97
(1980), 175–82; Brown, ‘Philippe le Bel et les restes de Louis IX’.

81 M. Cecilia Gaposchkin, ‘Between historical narrative and liturgical celebrations: Gautier Cornut and
the reception of the Crown of Thorns in France’, Revue Mabillon, n.s. 30 (2019), 91–145 (pp. 125–
26), §§ 9–10. Note that this text, famously and often quoted, was not in fact ever used liturgically at
the Sainte Chapelle.

82 Danielle Gaborit-Chopin, ‘Chef-reliquaire de saint Louis’, in Le Trésor de la Sainte-Chapelle, ed. by
Jannic Durand and Marie-Pierre Laffitte (Paris: Réunion des musées nationaux, 2001), pp. 186–87
(catalogue entry no. 43).

83 Jannic Durand, ‘Occuput de Saint Jean Baptiste’, in Le Trésor de la Sainte-Chapelle, pp. 79–80.
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Mary was displayed repeatedly wearing a golden, jeweled crown.84 The reliquary
of St Blaise, an early Christian bishop, wore, not a crown, but a mitre.85 The
material imagery, as the liturgical imagery, slid easily from the crown of royalty
to the crown of glory; from signifying sovereignty to signifying salvation.

A new feast day, ‘the translation of the head of blessed Louis’, was thus estab‐
lished at the Sainte Chapelle to be celebrated on the Tuesday after Ascension,
a moveable feast which always fell on a Thursday (although some manuscripts list
it for 17 May, the anniversary of the actual translation).86 It is not clear how widely
it was celebrated, given the murkiness of attributing specifically any liturgical
volume that follows ‘the use of Paris’. Office and mass material for the feast can be
found in a number of manuscripts that don’t appear to be directly related to the
Sainte Chapelle or the royal court, but in an idiosyncratic fashion. The feast does
not appear to have been promulgated in any formal way, and in any event was
the province of the royal chapel. It may have been celebrated beyond the Sainte
Chapelle, in a way that the Feast of the Reception of the Relics never was. But it
was above all a Sainte Chapelle rite, where the feast of the Translation of Louis’s
head was celebrated as an annuale, the highest rank accorded to a feast, and its
celebration was entrusted to Augustinian canons.87

Unlike Ludovicus Decus Regnantium, which was written for broad adoption
in secular churches and envisioned the French people as a whole as its audience
and constituency, the Translation feast, Exultemus omnes was aimed at a royal
audience, and addressed Louis’s successors and ‘the kings of France’ (‘reges
francie’) directly.88 Its themes were consequently focused on kingship, but unlike
Ludovicus Decus, it was exhortatory, echoing themes from the Mirrors of Princes
in underscoring the duties and obligations of kingship, rather than extolling its
glory. The office praised Louis for his execution of justice, his aid to the poor,

84 Alexandre Vidier, Le Trésor de la Sainte-Chapelle: Inventaires et Documents, Extrait des Mémoires de
la Société de l’Histoire de Paris et de l’Ile-de-France, t. XXXIV–XXXVII (1907–1910) (Paris: Société
de l’histoire de Paris, 1911), pp. 44 (242), 45 (243), (155) 217, 156 (218); initially published
(and hence the dual pagination) in Mémoires et documents de la Société de l’Histoire de Paris et de
l’Ile-de-France, 34–37 (1907–1910). The pagination marked in the initial parentheses indicates the
original publication.

85 Alexandre Vidier, ‘Le Trésor de la Sainte-Chapelle’, Mémoires de la Société de l’Histoire de Paris et de
l’Ile-de-France, 45 (1908), 189–339 (p. 216).

86 Gaposchkin, The Making of Saint Louis, pp. 198–206.
87 Arsenal, MS 114, fol. 142r.
88 Gaposchkin, The Making of Saint Louis, p. 199. For the discussion that follows: the chant texts of

the Translation office used at the Sainte Chapelle (Exultemus omnes) can be found at The Making of
Saint Louis, pp. 253–83. The most complete version of the lections used in the Translation office,
Exultemus omnes, are found in Paris, BnF, MS latin 14511, fols 179r–182r. These were included in the
later compilation, Gloriosissimi regis, and can be found edited and translated in Gaposchkin, Blessed
Louis, the most glorious of kings, pp. 94–101.

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

© BREPOLS PUBLISHERS 
THIS DOCUMENT MAY BE PRINTED FOR PRIVATE USE ONLY.  

IT MAY NOT BE DISTRIBUTED WITHOUT PERMISSION OF THE PUBLISHER. 



292 M. CECILIA GAPOSCHKIN

and his protection of the church.89 The framework for good kingship was the dele‐
gation of the precepts of Christ’s kingship on earth, the very definition of sacral
kingship: ‘The king, carefully following the Lord’s precepts, sitting in the judge’s
seat, destroyed wickedness’.90 But here, kingdom (regnum) signified more often
than not the secular kingdom than the Kingdom of heaven. ‘He was gloriously
in charge (‘prefuit’) of the secular kingdom (‘regno seculari’)’,91 ‘he ruled the
kingdom with the rod of truth’,92 ‘The kingdom is happy whose king is provident,
pacific, pious and virtuous’,93 and his translation renders the entire kingdom from
the enemy and evil.94

Although the office used the occasion of the translation of the head relic
primarily as a vehicle to praise Louis as king, it did exploit the political potential
of the symbolism of ‘the head’ in associating Louis’s head with the head of the
kingdom. The liturgy naturally referred to Louis’s head with some frequency. One
antiphon makes reference to the move of the head relic from Saint-Denis to Paris:
‘By whose body Denis was enriched, his head is now happily endowed in Paris’.95

More pointedly, the third lection for the office explicitly links Louis’s founding the
chapel with Philip the Fair installing his head there:

However, when he was leading his mortal life, this saint always held particular
and zealous devotion 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
[Philip IV] 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.96

It was a clever formulation. It combined two ideas relating to kingship that had
earlier roots: the idea that the ruler ought to be in charge of, and of benefit to, his

89 Exultemus omnes MV2 (second versicle for matins), VA1 (first antiphon for first vespers), MR2
(second responsory for matins, VA2 (second antiphon for first vespers, MV3 (third versicle for
matins, VCapRV (response and versicle for the chapter reading at first vespers).

90 Exultemus Omnes LH2 (second stanza of the lauds hymn): ‘In preceptis dominicis/ apponens
diligentiam/ sedesque sede iducis/ dissipabat maliciam’.

91 Exultemus omnes VA2 (second antiphon for first vespers).
92 Exultemus omnes VA3 (third antiphon for first vespers).
93 Exultemus omnes MR1 (first responsory for matins).
94 Exultemus omnes Benedictus antiphon.
95 Exultemus Omnes MA1 (first antiphon for matins): ‘Cuius corpore dyonisius/ habunde ditatur/ huius

capite nunc parisius/ iocunde dotatur’.
96 Gaposchkin, The Making of Saint Louis, p. 206. Paris, BnF, MS latin 14511, fols 180r–v.
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subjects; and the idea that the king, and his capital, is the head of the kingdom.
In the first instance – that Louis ‘prefuit et profuit francis’ – the language echoed
the formulation from the liturgy of the Crown of Thorns that the king is one
who is both in charge (‘preesse’) and of benefit to (‘prodesse’) the kingdom. This
was actually a long-standing formula. Originally, it had been associated with the
rulership of churchmen with oversight of religious houses.97 But this formula too
was taken up, and sometimes tweaked, in discussing secular rule. In his Eruditio
regum et principum, written for Louis IX, Guibert of Tournai wrote that: ‘The Lord
has given principal command to kings in the militant church for the care and rule
of the people. Therefore, concern of royal care ought not so much to be in charge
of than to be of service to his subjects, so that through the insignia of power
taken up he might compel the beauty and rigour of ecclesiastical discipline to be
strong’.98 Guibert was endowing the king’s royal authority, as part of the militant
church, with the ensuring of ecclesiastical standards. Both Guibert, and the liturgy
exemplify the slow absorption of ecclesiastical symbols into the person of the
king.

The second idea – the idea that the king, and his capital, is the head of the
kingdom – was ultimately owed to Christ as the head of the mystical body of
the church. This was the very idea articulated by Guibert of Tournai and Vincent
of Beauvais, evoked at this start of this essay, that Kantorowicz pointed to as
marking the point at which the secular symbol absorbed the ideal of the mystical
body of Christ. In the liturgy, the image of the head and the body had shifted
between the Capetian acquisition of the Crown of Thorns in 1239 and of the relic
of Louis’s head in 1306. In 1239, Christ was head of the mystical body of the
church, explicitly unbounded by place or time. In 1306, Louis’s royal cranium was
associated with the royal palace as the head of his subject Frenchmen, the body
politic. The lection stated that the head of the king who had ruled over the French
should be continually venerated at the palace, which was the head of the entire
kingdom. Equivalency was maintained in that the king (a person) is the head of
the French (a group of people), as the palace (a place) is the head of a kingdom
(a larger place). It was not entirely new. Rigord, writing a century earlier about

97 This is hardly a scientific claim, but one steadily borne out in searches in various databases of texts.
See versions of the phrase, for instance, associated with Benedict of Nursia, see Analecta hymnica
medii aevi, LII, p. 120, and with St Fulcranne at XIX, p. 138. Ivo of Chartres, see the Chronicle of
Robert of Toringi in Chronicles of the reigns of Stephen, Henry II, and Richard I, ed. by Richard Howlett,
4 vols (London: Longman & Co., 1884–1889), IV, p. 101. For St Godricus see John Richard Walbran,
James T. Fowler, and James Raine, Memorials of the abbey of St Mary of Fountains I, ed. by John R.
Walbran, Surtees Society, 42 (Durham: Andrews & Co., 1863), p. 60. Ebbo of Reims, Narratio
clericorum Rhemensium, PL, 116 (Paris: Migne, 1852), col. 116.

98 Guibert de Tournai, Eruditio regum et principum de Guibert de Tournai, O. F. M. (étude et texte inédit),
ed. by Alphonse de Poorter (Louvain: Institut supérieur de philosophie de l’Université, 1914), p. 44:
‘Dedit igitur Dominus in ecclesia militanti regibus principatum pro cura et regimine populorum.
Unde non tam praeesse quam prodesse subjectis debet diligentiae sollicitudo regalis, ut per insignia
potestatis acceptae vigere conpellat pulcritudinem et rigorem ecclesiasticae disciplinae’.
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the death of Louis VII (d. 1180), had already called the royal palace in the city of
Paris the ‘head of the kingdom of the Franks’ and had written that God arranged
it so that the ‘person who was king and head of the whole kingdom of the Franks
happily passed to the Lord in his palace in the city which is the head of the
kingdom of the Franks’.99

What was new was that Louis, as a saint, represented not merely the royal
head, but the royal head sublime, in heaven, with Christ. Louis’s crown was
not just the sign of temporal kingship, but the typological link that allowed
the corporate metaphor to absorb eschatological heft. And this was not mere
wordplay by some court liturgist fulfilling a royal command for a new office.
As Brown noted, Philip the Fair used the exact same language in a letter he
wrote to Pope Clement V after the translation had occurred.100 The liturgical
lection may have been taken from the letter. It was certainly an orchestrated and
meaningful formulation, articulating a new version of kingship. By 1306, in the
liturgy, the king as head of the body politic was associated both with Christ’s
kingship, and with the capital, and the palace, as the head of the kingdom. For
Joseph Strayer, in his classic article ‘France, the holy land, the chosen people, and
the most Christian king’, a key element in the development of the ‘modern’ state
which could attract loyalty was a ‘permanence in geography’: ‘A state must have
authority not only over such people as choose to give loyalty to its head but over
all people who live within certain boundaries’.101 The head of the mystical body
politic, the most Christian king, had become associated with a territory, just as,
in Joseph Strayer’s memorable formulation, France had become associated with
the new Jerusalem, a new Holy Land.102 And it was crucial that the head be sacral
in order for the kingdom to become the focus of individual devotion. Indeed, as
Kantorowicz himself outlined in a section of The King’s Two Bodies entitled ‘Pro
patria mori’, and as the liturgy at the Sainte Chapelle demonstrated, the kingdom
had replaced the church as the focus of individual loyalty and conscience.103

Kantorowicz argued that the patria was ethicized by theology and jurisprudence,
‘especially in France, where leading politicians began to deploy the forces of
religious sentiment systematically and make them subservient to the undisguised

99 Rigord, Œuvres de Rigord et de Guillaume le Breton, historiens de Philippe-Auguste, publiées pour la
Société de l’histoire de France par H. François Delaborde, 2 vols (Paris: Librairie Renouard, Loones,
1882–1885), I, pp. 22–23. Rigord, Histoire de Philippe Auguste, ed. by Élisabeth Carpentier, Georges
Pon and Yves Chauvin, Sources d’histoire médiévale, 33 (Paris: CNRS, 2006), pp. 142–43.

100 Brown, ‘Philippe le Bel and the remains of Saint Louis’, p. 176; Vitae paparum avenionensium; hoc
est Historia pontificum romanorum qui in Gallia sederunt ab anno Christi MCCCV usque ad annum
MCCCXCIV, ed. by Etienne Baluze and Guillaume Mollat, 4 vols (Paris: Letouzey et Ané, 1914–
1927) III, p. 63.

101 Joseph R. Strayer, ‘France: the Holy Land, the Chosen People, and the Most Christian King’, in Action
and Conviction in Early Modern Europe: Essays in Memory of E. H. Harbison, ed. by Theodore K. Rabb
and Jerrold E. Seigel (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), pp. 3–16.

102 Strayer, ‘France: the Holy Land, the Chosen People’, p. 3.
103 Kantorowicz, King’s Two Bodies, pp. 232–72, esp. 247–49.
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political goals of the new corpus mysticum, the national territorial monarchy’.104

Likewise, then, did the liturgy celebrated at the heart of that territorial monarchy
also use the symbols at its disposal – the head, the crown, the king, and the
kingdom – to articulate the transfer of the church’s transcendental sacrality to the
monarch and his kingdom.

104 Kantorowicz, King’s Two Bodies, p. 249.
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