


Iconophilia

Between the late seventh and the mid-ninth centuries, a debate about sacred images – 
conventionally addressed as ‘Byzantine iconoclasm’ – engaged monks, emperors, and 
popes in the Mediterranean area and on the European continent. The importance 
of this debate cannot be overstated; it challenged the relation between image, text, 
and belief. A series of popes staunchly in favour of sacred images acted consistently 
during this period in displaying a remarkable iconophilia or ‘love for images’. Their 
multifaceted reaction involved not only council resolutions and diplomatic exchanges, 
but also public religious festivals, liturgy, preaching, and visual arts – the mass media 
of the time. Embracing these tools, the popes especially promoted themes related to 
the Incarnation of God – which justified the production and veneration of sacred 
images – and extolled the role and the figure of the Virgin Mary.

Despite their profound influence over Byzantine and western cultures of later 
centuries, the political, theological, and artistic interactions between the East and the 
West during this period have not yet been investigated in studies combining textual 
and material evidence. By drawing evidence from texts and material culture – some of 
which have yet to be discussed against the background of the iconoclastic controversy – 
and by considering the role of oral exchange, Iconophilia assesses the impact of the 
debate on sacred images and of coeval theological controversies in Rome and central 
Italy.

By looking at intersecting textual, liturgical, and pictorial images which had at 
their core the Incarnate God and his human mother Mary, the book demonstrates 
that between c.680–880, by unremittingly maintaining the importance of the visual 
for nurturing beliefs and mediating personal and communal salvation, the popes 
ensured that the status of sacred images would remain unchallenged, at least until the 
Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century.
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It is the way of those who are consumed with love for something to have it 
always on their tongue, to have an image of it in their mind night and day

John of Damascus, Homily on the Dormition III, 1 (730–40s)

*****

I’ve been looking so long at these pictures of you
That I almost believe that they’re real
I’ve been living so long with my pictures of you
That I almost believe that the pictures are
All I can feel

The Cure, Pictures of  You (1989)*

*****

In memory of my beloved father Giovanni (1922–2014). That his intellectual 
curiosity, unconquered dignity, spiritual strength, and political engagement 
may be ‘living images’ for my children.

*Words and music by Paul Thompson, Robert Smith, Boris Williams, Laurence 
Tolhurst, Roger O’ Donnell and Simon Gallup. © Copyright 1989 Fiction Songs 
Limited. All Rights Reserved. International Copyright Secured. Used by  
Permission of Hal Leonard Europe Limited
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A note on translations, names,  
and place names

Unless otherwise stated, translations from Latin and Greek are my own. When exist-
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bibliography after the modern edition of the text. The Bible has been quoted following 
the New International Version.

Latin spelling follows the conventions adopted in the various editions. Standard angli-
cised versions of Greek and Latin names and place names have been preferred when in 
common use; otherwise their original Latin or Greek version has been preferred.
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Introduction

Sacred images have for different reasons inspired devotion or spurred violent reac-
tions and cultural opposition world-wide and often in human history. In the period 
between the late seventh and the mid-ninth centuries a bitter debate on the cult of 
sacred images – conventionally called ‘Byzantine iconoclasm’ for the period c.720–
843 – engaged monks, emperors, and popes on both sides of the Mediterranean and 
on the European continent. Its importance in the history of the early medieval period 
cannot be overstated in that it challenged the relation between image, text, and belief.1 
The reaction of the popes is fundamental to this picture. They were staunchly in favour 
of sacred images, as well as of thinking and talking of the divine through images, and 
unremittingly maintained their importance for instructing, nurturing beliefs, and medi-
ating personal and communal salvation. In sum, they deemed images an essential aspect 
of the housekeeping of the Catholic Church. This book will focus on iconophilia, that is 
a favourable attitude to sacred images on the part of the popes between c.680–880. The 
development of the iconophile attitude of the popes in this period cannot be separated 
from their wider intention to assert the traditions and the doctrinal and ecclesiastical 
authority of the Church of Rome, while seeking its political independence. Embracing 
the tools of visual media and public liturgy rather than producing learned treatises for 
savants, the popes were able to reach a vast, multicultural audience, promote Rome as 
the caput Ecclesiae, that is the head of the entire Christian community, and defend the 
role of sacred images.2 As a matter of fact, the status of sacred images remained unchal-
lenged until the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century. Even today, visuality 
and the power of images deeply characterises the culture of the western world.3

1   McCormick, 1994, 96, only mentions texts and images. The venerable tradition of venerating sacred 
images is also an important factor according to eighth- and ninth-century sources.

2   Le Goff, 1974, 92: ‘Mass media were the favoured vehicles and matrices of mentalities: the sermon, 
the painted or sculptured image were, in the days before the Gutenberg galaxy, the nebulae from which 
mentalities crystallized’. On the attentively devised use of media by Christianity, the following remark by 
Pohl, 2018, 23, is particularly neat: ‘Late ancient and early medieval Christianity was perhaps the most 
ambitious experiment of social engineering that the world had seen to date, a massive effort to change 
peoples’ lives using all available media: preaching and writing, images and light, ritual and architecture, 
dress and music, detailed norms for behaviour and punishment’. On the value of material forms as media 
in historical contexts, see also a recent review of the concept of ‘objectification’ in Tilley, 2006, 61–2, 
who remarks that material forms do not simply mirror ideas, ‘they are instead the very medium through 
which these values, ideas . . . are constantly reproduced and legitimized, or transformed’, and also that 
‘Material forms complement what can be communicated in language. . . . The non-verbal materiality of 
the medium is thus of central importance’.

3   On the importance of the visual in contemporary culture, see for example Kemp, 2012.
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1  A word on words

The word ‘iconoclasm’ undoubtedly has a sinister connotation, leading the modern 
mind to think about past and recent ideological destructions of images, monuments, 
and even of human beings. It should be noted that the word ‘iconoclasm’ was not 
used in the medieval period. In fact, it derives from the Latin iconoclasmus, a term 
which did not appear before the sixteenth century and that was not associated with 
the history of Byzantium until the mid-twentieth century. The Byzantines called this 
controversy ‘iconomachy’, that is the ‘image struggle’.4

Nor was the term iconophilia used at the time of the controversy; actually that term 
is not attested before the eighteenth century.5 Recently, iconophilia has been used by 
scholars of nineteenth-century visual arts and literature for its etymological root of 
‘love for images’, be they immaterial (mental, textual, liturgical) or material (based 
on tangible media).6 Since this book approaches the period and the consequences of 
the Byzantine image struggle from the Italian side of the Mediterranean and from the 
point of view of a favourable attitude to sacred images,7 the word iconophilia seems 
appropriate for its title. The adjective and noun iconophile (‘one who loves images’) 
will be used instead of iconodule (from the Greek εἰκονόδουλος, that is ‘one who serves 
images’). To name their opponents, the term eikonomachoi (εικονομάχοι) or ‘contesters 
of icons’ will be favoured over ‘iconoclasts’, since the latter term implies the destruc-
tion of images, which was rarely the case during the image controversy. The adjective 
iconoclastic will be used to indicate this group of people or their position.

Although there was never more than one legitimate pope at any given time, I have 
to make clear that I shall often refer to ‘the popes’ in the period under examination.8 
Indeed, until the ninth century, those elected to the papal throne, whatever their ethnic 
origins or geographical backgrounds, belonged to the Roman clergy, had followed a 
specific cursus honorum, and thereby had embraced the interests of the Church of 
Rome.9 Their remarkable consistency, at least in artistic patronage, is proudly recalled 
by Pope Hadrian I (772–95) in a famous letter to Charlemagne.10

4   Brubaker, 2012, 3–4.
5   It is attested in Holland in the eighteenth century, where it was used, as the adjectival noun ‘iconophi-

lus’, to sign an anonymous article; see Iconophilus, 1761. As adjectival noun, it is used in the title of 
a book published in Paris, see Duchesne, 1834. In the Oxford English Dictionary one can find ‘icono-
phile’ to stand for ‘a connoisseur of pictures, engravings book illustrations, and the like’, and ‘iconoph-
ily’ as ‘the taste for these objects’, and both are attested in the late nineteenth-century English prose.

6   Elliott, 2012, 220, 299; Hedley, 2009, 27. See Ó Carragáin, 2013, for ‘liturgical images’.
7   I shall not consider the Byzantine territories in Italy, such as the Duchy of Naples or Ravenna. In Naples 

the eventual impact of iconoclasm should be further explored; see Schreiner, 1988, 365–8; Sansterre, 
2002, 1016, n. 69, for further bibliography. On Ravenna, see Mauskopf Deliyannis, 1996.

8   Dealing with the same period, other scholars also refer to ‘the popes’, for example: Noble, 1984, 1995; 
Delogu, 2000; Dey, 2011.

9   The exceptions are Fabianus (236–50), on which see Paravicini Bagliani, 2013, 4, 11, and later Con-
stantine II (767–8), whose vicissitudes have been recently examined by McKitterick, 2018. On the 
cursus honorum in the Roman church, defined in the late fourth century, see Dunn, 2013. On papal 
consistency of action between the seventh and the ninth centuries, see Noble, 1984, 186–7, 2000, 
61–73; Del Buono, 2010.

10   Hadrianum, MGH, EK 3, 2, 49–50, esp. 50, on which see Chapter 2.
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2  The standpoints

Byzantine iconoclasm and its written sources have been the object of unparalleled 
scholarly attention over the last century. This has produced ‘a crisis of over-explana-
tion’, in the words of Peter Brown.11 All the same, many questions still remain open or 
not even tackled. For example, scholars have focussed more on the rise of the cult of 
icons rather than on the origins of Byzantine iconoclasm itself, which remain blurred. 
Also, the modalities in which theological ideas and religious attitudes travelled and 
were disseminated, and the specific effects they eventually had on western religious 
approaches and on the production of literary and visual imagery, have rarely been 
addressed. This is surprising, considering that the way in which cult images stimulate 
reactions, are perceived, venerated, and chosen as mediators with the divine was radi-
cally shaped by the intense period of the Byzantine image struggle.

With the aim of offering an innovative perspective on the historical phase of the 
image controversy, the present book will adopt alternative standpoints in terms of 
attitude, geography, sources, objectives that go across the grain of historiography, 
and across the borders of disciplines. Rather than concentrating on the rise or actual 
implementation of iconoclasm in Byzantium, the present study will deal with icono-
philia, that is the favourable attitude to sacred images held by popes, monks, clerics, 
and kings living on the western side of the Mediterranean. In fact, as for geography, 
the standpoint of scholars has largely remained in Byzantium, although more than 
forty years ago Brown blamed a ‘parochial’ attitude for preventing scholars from 
dealing with the West in relation to the image controversy, a question wrongly seen 
as exclusively pertaining to Byzantium.12 In fact, few have approached the period and 
the question of the image controversy from the point of view of the West, despite far 
more abundant evidence, both textual and material, official and private. Among the 
few who have is Jean-Marie Sansterre, who has been studying for decades the role of 
images in devotional practices and miracles in the medieval East and West and is cur-
rently re-assessing his thoughts on this vast body of material.13 Another exception is 
Thomas Noble.14 His impressively documented monograph on the western response 
to Byzantine iconoclasm is the only one so far to offer a thorough account of the papal 
and Carolingian reactions to the controversial and inconsistent Byzantine policies on 
sacred images. Noble carefully and critically combed through textual evidence, espe-
cially focussing on the contents of dogmatic texts, East–West diplomatic exchanges, 
resolutions of Church councils, and Greek and Latin collections of authoritative quo-
tations. He left out non-official texts, as well as the discussion and the illustration of 
specific sacred images. However, this choice is to be expected from a scholar with an 
expertise in textual documents and Church history, and, therefore, should in no way 
be considered a weakness in his very important study.

11   Brown, 1973, 3. The impressive bibliography on Byzantine iconoclasm has been discussed by Brubaker, 
Haldon, 2001, 2011; however, it is still growing due to an increasing interest in the historical and con-
temporary iconoclasms.

12   Brown, 1973, 4.
13   Sansterre, 2002, forthcoming. I thank Sansterre for sharing parts of his yet unpublished manuscript that 

provides a wide analysis of texts, relics, and images in the West, bearing in mind Byzantium.
14   Noble, 2009, 2, mentions Brown, 1973, 3, to emphasise the uniqueness of his own study.
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As noted by John Osborne, one of the most eminent scholars of early medieval 
Rome, with regards to published studies, ‘some sense of the larger context’ of how 
the controversy impacted the city, and the West generally, is still lacking.15 The papal 
city and central Italy are particularly important in this picture, as they functioned as 
‘charnière des deux mondes’, East and West, as Sansterre put it.16 However, Osborne 
notes that although apparently ‘a new wave of Byzantine thinking about the art 
washed over Italy in the decades immediately prior to the onset of iconoclasm in Con-
stantinople, very little is known about the specifics of that process’.17 To tell the truth, 
no explicit source tells us how ‘Byzantine thinking about art’ or a positive attitude 
towards sacred images and the visual in general eventually reached Italy.18 Moreover, 
the lack of a papal theory of images does not help.

But the impact on theological controversies should not be measured by sifting 
exclusively through official and outspoken texts. Walter Pohl suggests that in order 
to reconstruct the meanings even of outspoken texts one needs to take into account 
indirect references to unwritten things.19 On this note, it has to be admitted that meth-
odological problems have hindered a wider understanding of the image controversy in 
the West: firstly, there is the usual separation of medieval from Byzantine studies, and 
secondly the separation of textual, from visual, and liturgical studies. The analysis of 
‘visual’, ‘material’, or ‘textual’ sources, in isolation from each other, can only offer a 
partial view.

This long preamble is to justify my choice of certain sources used in the present 
book. I have included eastern and western liturgical texts and practices, devotional 
objects and practices, not always explicitly related to the image controversy. They 
have nonetheless left traces of an enduring, often implicit iconophile attitude before, 
during, and after the image controversy. I have tried to uncover and describe a net-
work of beliefs in the mediatory agency of sacred images and visual thinking on what 
remains a largely untracked field, one where liturgy, devotion, material culture, and 
religious mentalities intersect.20 That these elements intersected in people’s minds and 
memories – and therefore should not be studied separately – is already attested in 
the Christian culture that predated the period under consideration. One of the most 
influential Christian authors, Augustine, recognised three types of vision: one medi-
ated through the physical eyes, one through the spirit, which can also imagine things it 
does not know, and one through the mind, in which even absent things and immaterial 
concepts are visualised.21 He also added that what the mind’s eye can see is infinitely 
superior to what the physical eye can catch in the immanent world. While an analy-
sis of Augustine’s thought would exceed the scope of the present book, it suffices 
to recall that his classification of memory within the operations of the mind is of 

15   Osborne, 2014, 333.
16   Sansterre, forthcoming.
17   Osborne, 2014, 333.
18   On the impact of iconoclasm and the doctrine of the icon on the Byzantine ‘iconic thought’ and ‘imagi-

nary’ (a set of images, be they conscious, unconscious, perceived, imagined), see Mondzain, 2005.
19   Pohl, 2001, 351–2.
20   An exception is Ó Carragáin, 2011, 2013.
21   De Genesi ad litteram 12, 6, CSEL 28/1, 386–7; cf. Noble, 2009, 37.
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pivotal importance to an understanding of how images were assimilated, remembered, 
altered, and used as memory aids and creative tools.22

All in all, in the present study I have tried to gather a wider picture of the period by 
incorporating eastern ideas and materials, but essentially remaining focussed on how 
the image controversy affected western Catholic thinking (especially papal thinking), 
image production and consumption, and daily devotional and liturgical practices. As 
a consequence of this examination, it has been possible to shed new light on the rise to 
prominence of the Virgin Mary within the religious context of Rome and central Italy, 
where she took centre stage as a banner of correct faith and as the principal intercessor 
for humankind.23

3  A question of method

For the purposes of this book, I tried to ‘recapture the talk’ that accompanied certain 
choices in papal and monastic iconophilia – a ‘talk’ that is not usually recorded in 
official documents.24 Traces of controversial matters dealing with iconophilia and the 
image controversy emerged in overlooked corners of documents, historical records, 
and narrative,25 as well as in the lines of liturgical hymns, homilies, prayers, and 
attested practices of private devotion. Side by side with this varied array of sources, 
the examination of material culture against the background of the image controversy 
has offered new insights.

In a famous article on iconoclasm published in 1973, Peter Brown mindfully 
observed that archaeologists and art historians can produce ‘irrefutable surprises’ that 
may change the course of historical interpretation.26 However, even in recent collec-
tions of essays written by the most distinguished scholars of the early medieval period, 
the analysis of visual and material culture is entirely absent.27 One must conclude 
that its contribution is implicitly deemed as merely ‘decorative’ and not ‘structural’ 
in shaping stories or ‘history’. Occasionally, works of art produced in Rome between 
the late seventh and the ninth centuries have been singled out as visual responses to 
Byzantine ‘heresies’, such as monotheletism (the doctrine of a single ‘will’ in Christ) 
and iconoclasm.28 But generally speaking, material culture has rarely been incorpo-
rated into a wider narrative of Byzantine iconoclasm; notable exceptions are the 

22   Carruthers, 1998, 2008, 2009, 2012.
23   On the centrality of Mary in western culture, and her ‘rise from a modest ancillary to a global icon’, see 

Rubin, 2009. On Mary as mediator and intercessor in Christian culture, see Reynolds, 2012; Arentzen, 
2017, 137–40, noted that these roles appear prominent in the liturgical hymns of Romanos the Melode 
(c.560), and this may suggest that an official cult of Mary had been established in sixth-century Con-
stantinople. Costambeys, 2007, 85, lamented the lack of studies on the devotion to, and cult of, Mary 
in early medieval central Italy.

24   I owe this expression to Henry Mayr-Harting; see Dell’Acqua, 2018, 44, n. 58.
25   Similar is the approach of Costambeys, Leyser, 2007, esp. 279, with regards to early medieval monaster-

ies of Rome. Since they lack traditional sources such as rules or charters, the authors suggest that their 
specific monastic identities can be reconstructed by using narratives of martyr cults as ‘a lens through 
which to view other evidence for papal patronage of Roman monasticism’.

26   Brown, 1973, 10.
27   Gasparri, ed., 2008; Gantner, McKitterick, Meeder, eds., 2015.
28   To quote only a few studies, see Melograni, 1990; Bolgia, 2006; Ballardini, 2007; McClendon, 2013.
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studies by Leslie Brubaker and John Haldon, and, recently, by Daniel Reynolds.29 
While the analysis of material culture has established roots in the field of ‘Mediterra-
nean history’,30 visual images and material objects are still considered a lower-ranking 
kind of evidence when compared to texts or inscriptions in the study of other areas of 
the past.31As for material culture, it should also be noted that the scarcity of figural 
arts and objects from pre-iconoclastic and iconoclastic Byzantium has sometimes led 
scholars to treat western material, especially from Rome, as a proxy for Byzantine art. 
This tendency has on the one hand drawn attention to the fertile exchange of ideas, 
materials, and objects that took place between East and West,32 but on the other, it 
has often led commentators to discount the particular developments of figural arts and 
culture in central and southern Italy as merely ‘reflections’ of Byzantium.33

Visual images are indeed powerful tools, as they help to organise and stimulate 
thought, strengthen ideas, and disseminate them.34 They may have an implied meaning 
following the intention of the patron or maker, but this meaning is subject to interpre-
tation: images impact on different audiences at different times in different ways. There-
fore, a few words about their ‘reception’ are in place here. Although the question of 
the reception of images was clearly already uppermost in the minds of pioneers in the 
study and effects of visual arts such as Aby Warburg (d. 1929), art historical studies 
specifically focussing on their reception have only appeared since the 1970s–1980s.35 
Reception studies seek to go beyond iconographic studies, which compare images 
with contemporary texts, and beyond phenomenological approaches, which appeal to 
supposedly universal patterns of reception. However, no clear theoretical framework, 
nor definite modus operandi, has been established for reception studies in the field of 
art history. With regard to the audience of medieval sermons and homilies, it has been 
noted that ‘our reconstruction of audience reception is impeded by our ignorance of 
audiences’ mental furniture’.36 This applies very well also to audiences of pictorial 
imagery. An assessment published during the last decade concluded by suggesting a 
return to the materiality of the object and to avoid a purely text-based approach in 
exploring how the art of the past was seen and understood.37 In the absence of explicit 
textual references, which are, in fact, rare before the late medieval period, it is difficult 

29   Brubaker, Haldon, 2001, 2011; Reynolds, 2018, on iconoclasm in Palestine under early Islamic rule.
30   Starting from Ferdinand Braudel, 1949, English trans. 1972, to the recent revision of his approach 

involving human agency, see Abulafia, 2003, 2011.
31   There are naturally exceptions. For the early medieval West, for example, the work of the historian 

Celia Chazelle.
32   This is attested by a specific iconographic theme, the Anastasis, to name but one; Kartsonis, 1986; Mackie, 

1989; Labatt, 2012 (I have been unable to consult Labatt, 2019).
33   This is often the case with studies in Byzantine art that make use of the enamelled staurotheca or of the 

mosaics promoted by Pope Paschal I, to give just a couple of examples.
34   On figural images, memory and thought, see Carruthers, 1998, 2008, 2009, 2012.
35   Among art historical studies specifically focussed on the reception of visual images, see for example 

Kemp, 1987, who used the term ‘sermo corporeus’ to describe how medieval stained glass was used as 
a medium for preaching and how preachers mediated the comprehension of the figural image for their 
audience. For a lucid summary on the ‘reception theory’ in art history, see DaCosta Kaufmann, 1996.

36   Thompson, 2002, 20.
37   On art and medieval audiences, and the relative rarity of a theoretical debate in art history, see Caviness, 

2006, who seems to suggest that “medieval reception” might include viewers up to Protestantism and 
the Reformation.
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to reconstruct how pictorial images were understood by, or impacted on, a specific 
audience. Unfortunately, there is no written testimony that explains how specific pic-
torial images were received in the period analysed in this book. In early medieval 
Rome, with a population that was multi-ethnic and multicultural, even among Chris-
tians there was considerable diversity.38 However, they had in common a faith, which, 
since its origins, had the ambition to be ‘universal’ in its values and scope. In early 
medieval Rome, ‘Christendom, with its universal horizon’ had been ‘harnessed to 
the cause of one city [Rome]’, where a set of Christian values managed to supersede 
those linked to the imperial romanitas (‘Romanness’) and become widely shared.39 
This said, we can only assume that by commissioning mosaics, mural painting, and 
liturgical furnishings, the popes ideally aimed to address as wide a sector as possible of 
their varied flock. They may also have used such commissions in order to respond to 
their political opponents, and may have employed them in association with preaching, 
which could have helped fine-tune papal messages related to specific circumstances.

In trying to assess the reception and impact of literary and pictorial images in Rome 
and central Italy in the period preceding, coinciding with, and following the iconoclas-
tic controversy, I have followed a double-stranded research path. On the one hand, 
I have examined the writings of Ambrose Autpert (d. 784), one of the very few authors 
from eighth-century Italy for whom we have records. Autpert was a monk, preacher, 
and theologian; he was active in one of the main monasteries of central Italy and 
appears to have been aligned with the ‘orthodoxy’ of the popes of his time. His writ-
ings suggest that visual thinking and images were pervasive in the Christian discourse 
of his time. On the other hand, I have examined the testimony offered by references 
in the figural realm. In fact, the persistence, adaptation, or dissemination of specific 
images can also be taken as an index of their impact or effectiveness among people 
with a shared set of values or interests. Therefore, in the second half of the book, 
I will refer to how images created, or re-interpreted, in the period under examina-
tion became in some cases ‘standard’ ways of representing Christ and the Virgin that 
would last for centuries, while in other cases they were abandoned.

While I do not intend to offer a comprehensive census of works of art that are 
possibly related to the image controversy,40 nor catalogue those produced in Rome 
in that period, nor defend their ‘Byzantine’ or ‘Roman’ origins in a world that was 
more connected to the East than we concede, I will demonstrate how material objects 
and the visual in general were essential tools in conveying, buttressing, or changing 
ideas. Fully embracing the lesson of Aby Warburg about objects, pictorial images, and 
their migration as ‘cultural capsules’, but not renouncing a comparative–formalistic 

38   Gombrich, 1961, rejected the idea of ‘an innocent eye’, because individuals perceive the visual differ-
ently according to various factors which change according to social and historical contexts. The notion 
of ‘visual literacy’, once defined as a set of visual competencies or cognitive skills and strategies one 
needs to make sense of visual images (Fransecky, Debes, 1972, 70), more recently has been seen as per-
taining to social practices as much as to an individual ability; for a recent appraisal, see Serafini, 2017.

39   Pohl, 2014, 414; who adds at 416: ‘When the western Roman empire disintegrated, Roman identity . . . 
had two strong foci. One was the city of Rome, recharged by its Christian symbolic capital. The other 
was Byzantine Romanness’.

40   McClendon, 2013, has collected visual evidence as for St Peter’s and other churches refurbished by 
eighth- and ninth-century popes.
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approach in their analysis,41 I shall treat objects and images, along with texts and 
liturgical practices, as primary sources. In this, I subscribe to the manifesto on early 
medieval Rome that John Osborne proposed at a Settimana in Spoleto. He remarked 
on the necessity to consider material culture ‘less as documents for the history of art, 
and more as documents of history, including political, economic and cultural his-
tory’, and to widen the geographic perspective of its investigation in order to highlight 
connections.42

4  The objectives

The present book has a twofold objective: first, to gather more evidence about the papal 
and central Italian monastic attitude to the visual and its importance in papal communi-
cation strategy between c.680–880; second, demonstrate that in this process the Virgin 
Mary gained a greater importance in the religious landscape of Rome and central Italy.

It goes without saying that Mary was important from an early period in the religious 
landscape of Rome – as she was in Constantinople.43 This is well manifested, if only 
by the unusual number of devotional images painted on wood still preserved.44 Dur-
ing theological controversies about the natures of Christ and the visibility of God, the 
‘system of values’ represented by the Virgin was used to regulate the debate, with the 
result that her theological framing, official cult, and private devotion were enhanced.45 
Noting the establishment of Marian processions in Rome, Osborne posited that the 
Sixth Ecumenical Council in Constantinople (680–1), that reaffirmed the doctrine of 
the two natures and two wills of Christ against the doctrine of monotheletism, ‘may 
also have served as a catalyst for the burgeoning cult of Mary’ in the papal city.46 
Soon afterwards Pope John VII (705–7), followed by Gregory III (731–41), and Paul 
I (757–67), dedicated oratories to the Virgin in the basilica of St Peter in which they 
would be buried. These oratories were strategically positioned along the conventional 
route taken by visitors in the basilica, clearly for intercepting their prayers. The dedica-
tion to Mary of these oratories reveals the intention of their patrons to entrust their 
souls to her intercession.47 In a period in which the popes styled St Peter’s as a ‘symbol 

41   See a recent re-assessment of the comparative approach in Elsner, ed., 2017.
42   Osborne, 2001, 706–8. For a critical assessment of the cultural-historical approach to (material) cul-

ture, of which Aby Warburg has been a promoter, see Ginzburg, 1966; Diers, 1995; and the recent 
collaborative project ‘Bilderfahrzeuge – Aby Warburg’s Legacy and the Future of Iconology’, at https://
iconology.hypotheses.org/uber, consulted on 17 January 2018.

43   On Mary in Constantinople, the literature is vast; see Mango, 2000, and also Arentzen, 2017 for a 
recent and stimulating study. He argues that the public cult of Mary was already in place in the fifth 
century, when her main feasts were introduced, and that it cannot be clearly distinguished from private 
devotion, which was widely practised.

44   The literature on the icons of Rome is abundant; see Wolf, 1990, 2002; Andaloro, 2002; Pace, 2004b; 
Leone, ed., 2012. I shall not treat the icons of Rome since their imagery is traditional and static and do 
not reflect the specific theological preoccupations of the late seventh–mid-ninth centuries.

45   Iogna-Prat, Palazzo, Russo, 1996, 5–12; Mimouni, 2011, 321–2; Arentzen, 2017, 36, wrote that since 
the fifth- and the sixth-century Christological controversies, the human Mother of God got ‘more clearly 
interlaced into the weave’, that is integrated into the discourse of the divine economy of salvation.

46   LP I, 376; trans. Davis, 2010, 84; see Osborne, 2014, 334.
47   See Gem, 2008, 9–19 for the pilgrims’ route in the basilica; McKitterick, 2013b, 105–14, on the crea-

tion of a papal necropolis in St Peter’s from the time of Leo I (440–61).

https://iconology.hypotheses.org
https://iconology.hypotheses.org
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of orthodoxy’ as noted by Charles McClendon,48 crucially, the Virgin Mary was staged, 
through her pictorial depictions, as the physical threshold between earth and heaven. 
Indeed, in the medieval period the depiction of Mary appears situated at the centre of 
a political–religious history in which the defence of ‘orthodoxy’ was one of the main 
issues.49

The rise and consolidation of the cult of Mary in the West has never been specifi-
cally discussed against the background of the ‘image struggle’ and other theological 
controversies. Moreover, her position in Byzantium is not clear yet, despite a growing 
attention on the part of Byzantinists in the past decades. Recent investigations suggest 
that, in Byzantium, the importance of Mary became more perspicuous only after icon-
oclasm.50 A few years ago, Averil Cameron, one of the most notable scholars of Mary 
in Byzantium, noted however that ‘it would be a mistake to be too firmly wedded 
to this schema’ essentially for three reasons. First is that the evidence on which this 
assumption is based, especially from the point of view of art history, is in most cases 
the output of elite patronage, while objects of lesser importance offer testimony to an 
earlier importance of Mary in her role of intercessor in the daily life of the Christians. 
Second is that liturgical literature between the sixth and the eighth centuries bears 
witness to a continuity of themes in praise of Mary, and that in the eighth century this 
literature appears to be a response to the fear that iconoclastic emperors would also 
target the devotion to Mary. Third is that ‘some of the most striking writings’ about 
Mary in this period were composed by the main defenders of images.51 Although the 
centrality of her figure in private veneration, public liturgy, and debates over sacred 
images during iconoclasm in Byzantium and in the West should be evident at this 
point, nevertheless, the connection between Mary and the iconophile stance is sup-
ported only by a few commentators.52 It is my intention to explore this connection and 
to offer further materials for consideration. The contesters of icons did pay respect 
to the Mother of God.53 However, the devotion towards her almost equalled icono-
philia, or love for images: she made God visible, hence there could not be any image 
of God, his angels, martyrs, and saints without the woman through whom he became 
incarnate. Since the early phase of the image controversy, between the late 720s and 
the 750s, the Incarnation had been the main argument used by eastern iconophiles to 
justify the production and veneration of sacred images,54 and the doctrine of the Incar-
nation would remain central in medieval Christianity and its approach to physicality 

48   McClendon, 2013, 215 (quoting an oral statement of Rosamond McKitterick), and 228.
49   Russo, 1996, 175.
50   Kalavrezou, 1990; Brubaker, Cunningham, eds., 2011.
51   Cameron, 2004, 18–20.
52   Tsironis, 2000; Krausmüller, 2015.
53   This assumption is however debated especially with regards to Emperor Constantine V (741–75); see 

for a recent appraisal Krausmüller, 2015.
54   For example, in the first phase of the controversy, see John of Damascus, On the Divine Images, I, 8 

(= III, 8), PTS 17, 80–3; trans. Louth, 2003, 24–5. Vasiliu, 2010, 181–7, 299–328, contests that the 
Incarnation served as justification to the veneration of figural images in the iconophile discourse, since 
in her view it is the ‘value of revelation’ that images grant to any material of divine creation that justi-
fies them.
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and materiality.55 As we shall see, the Incarnate God and his Mother are the protago-
nists of the papal visual strategy against the ‘heresies’ and controversies that vexed 
the Church between the seventh and the ninth centuries. It is on these considerations 
that I based my decision to discuss themes related to the Virgin Mary in her capacity 
of Mother of God.

The results of my analyses reveal that the development of Mariology – the theology, 
veneration, and visual representations of Mary – was immensely boosted in the West 
between the late seventh and the mid-ninth centuries, coincident with the theological– 
political controversies including Byzantine iconoclasm. There is much evidence to 
suggest that this development had ‘Greek’ roots, as I shall indicate throughout the 
book.

5  The outline

My arguments are articulated in the following six chapters, in which I analyse inter-
secting textual, liturgical, and pictorial images produced between the late seventh 
and the late ninth-century. These images had at their core the Incarnate God and his 
Mother and were intended to promote the idea that the visual could uplift the mind 
and therefore lead to spiritual salvation. In this sense, these images manifested an 
iconophile attitude on the part of their patrons.

Before offering an outline of the book, I wish to state immediately that, in my treat-
ment of pictorial images, the notion of artistic ‘style’ will not have much space. In fact, 
if not otherwise documented, what the term ‘style’ may suggest could be misleading. 
Having acknowledged its importance as a category of investigation in visual arts, 
we should be wary of using ‘style’ for the purpose of defining chronologies until we 
understand better what it meant to people in the early medieval period.56 In fact, in the 
study of the early Middle Ages, when the idea of authorship was not yet fully defined, 
it is wiser to think in terms of cultural affinities among objects or texts.57

The first two chapters illustrate, in chronological order, the controversial relation-
ship the papacy had with Byzantium and the Carolingians in matters of faith, doc-
trine, and images in the period between the late seventh and the mid-ninth centuries. 
The third chapter’s central subject is an author active in central Italy in the mid- to late 
eighth century, whose writings reflect an iconophile attitude – that is an attitude which 
favours thinking of and appealing to God, his Mother, and his saints through images. 
With the fourth chapter, the focus moves to a consideration of three pictorial and tex-
tual case studies which revolve around the Incarnate God and his Mother; the Incar-
nation being one of the key arguments for justifying the production and veneration of 
sacred images. In particular, the case studies I have selected are Christ as Redeeming 
Light, the Presentation of the Christ Child in the Temple, and the Assumption of the 
Virgin Mary. The first and the last were prominently illustrated in the apses of Roman 

55   Bynum, 2011, 33, and 35, remarks that the importance of physicality and materiality in medieval Chris-
tian culture did not depend entirely on the doctrine of the Incarnation, but also on a wider discourse on 
how the material can manifest God.

56   This is the line of thought also of Osborne, 2001, 704–6, on early medieval Rome.
57   For overviews on the idea of authorship in the visual arts of the medieval period, Castelnuovo, ed., 

2004; in the written culture, Ziolkowski, 2009; D’Angelo, Ziolkowski, eds., 2014.
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churches, while the other was illustrated on objects of devotion. All of them had an 
eschatological dimension, in that they were related to the question of the final destiny 
of humankind, and to the possibility of salvation offered by the Incarnate God, and 
they are often referred to in contemporary homilies. They all manifested the idea that 
visual images were essential tools in personal devotion and liturgical ceremonies, and 
that they could stimulate the beholder to practise good deeds, and thus seek salvation. 
While mostly centred on Rome and on the pontificates of Leo III (795–816) and Pas-
chal I (817–24), occasionally, the exposition will include works of art produced earlier 
or later, and from further afield, because they make useful comparisons. I will clarify 
if, and how, the imagery formulated in words and pictures in the period between the 
early eighth and the late ninth centuries differed from what came earlier in order to 
make manifest specific theological positions, including the iconophile agenda. I will 
note when this imagery was either abandoned or continued after the period of icono-
clasm, and if it exerted a long-lasting impact on the visual arts and the religious men-
tality of the medieval West.

What follows is a more detailed treatment of the book’s themes. Chapter One 
addresses the early phase of the iconoclastic controversy,58 and highlights how in Italy 
popes, monks, and sovereigns reacted to it. It introduces new evidence in favour of 
an early reception of the image controversy in Lombard Italy – as early as the 730s. 
However, the popes did not write theological treatises to combat what they perceived 
and condemned as a ‘heresy’.59 In their staunch defence of ‘sacred’ images, they essen-
tially had recourse to two arguments: the tradition of the Church, and the authority 
of the Fathers. More importantly, in order to reach a wider and multilingual audience, 
they deployed public liturgy and a visual strategy, which ultimately projected Rome 
as head of the Catholic Church. Public processions established in honour of Mary in 
the late seventh century, in particular, seem to have contributed to a reinforcement of 
the political and religious identity of the Christian populace of Rome under the aegis 
of the Mother of God. She would become pivotal in the papal iconophile defence of 
‘orthodoxy’ against heresies, including the image controversy.

Chapter 2 follows the reactions of the popes to the iconoclastic Council of Hiereia 
(754) and examines the resolutions they made in the light of the image controversy in 
the second half of the eighth century, until the Synod of Frankfurt (794) summoned 
by Charlemagne. As mentioned, the main papal arguments in favour of the produc-
tion and veneration of sacred images were based on the tradition of the Church and 
the authority of the Fathers, without venturing into complex theoretical justifications. 
The chapter also shows that in the decades preceding and following the Council of 
Hiereia, early eastern champions of iconophilia, magnified by iconophile partisan lit-
erature in the late eighth and early ninth centuries, already enjoyed reverence in Rome. 
The city, indeed, became a centre of anti-iconoclastic resistance, where eastern clerics 
contributed to dossiers of written testimonies in favour of sacred images, but also 

58   For an effective summary on Byzantine iconoclasm in the West, see Louth, 2007, 82–91.
59   I cannot agree with Mauskopf Deliyannis, 1996, 560, who holds that ‘In the West images had not 

become such a central part of Christian practice as they had in the East, and therefore the status of 
image worship was not such a pressing concern’ in the eighth and ninth centuries, although iconoclasm 
was debated and rebuked. Sacred images were long since part of western devotional and liturgical prac-
tices; see Sansterre, 2002 and forthcoming.
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voiced their dissent through liturgical texts. An example can be found in the appendix 
to the Latin translation of the Akathistos, the most famous Greek hymn in honour of 
Mary. Soon after Hiereia, Pope Paul I (757–67) promoted a pictorial programme in S. 
Maria Antiqua which responded through images to the iconoclastic resolution of that 
council and projected Rome as the centre of the Christian oecumene, and Mary as the 
main intercessor for the faithful.

Since only dry accounts were left in the official papal chronicle of how the popes 
perceived the on-going image controversy, probably to downplay it, in Chapter 3 I use 
the works of the monk, preacher, and theologian Ambrose Autpert as a mirror of 
Catholic attitudes towards visual thinking and images. He was active at the important 
monastery of S. Vincenzo al Volturno, in the Lombard Duchy of Benevento, not far 
from the southern border of the Carolingian domains in central Italy. A distinguished 
heir to the tradition of the Church Fathers, he seems particularly aligned with the 
‘orthodox’ mentality of the popes, whose help he sought to defend his intellectual 
independence against his own brethren. He speaks through and of images in his vivid 
theological commentaries and homilies – images which he developed in his mind and 
which were probably inspired by real-life experience, as well as by Greek liturgical lit-
erature, especially authored by iconophiles of the first phase of the image controversy.

Autpert is particularly articulate when he speaks of the role of the Virgin Mary in 
the divine economy. Because of their efficacy, I refer to his literary images as ‘textual 
icons’. They were absorbed into the liturgy and the visual arts, and therefore indelibly 
shaped the subsequent perception of the Mother of God in western Christian mental-
ity and imagination.60 The expression ‘textual icons’, that gives the chapter its title, 
epitomises the process through which Mary finally took centre stage in the religious 
life and practices of the medieval western Church.

The importance attributed to liturgical writings in this chapter arises from a consid-
eration of how liturgy and prayer connected official theology and policies with devo-
tion, beliefs, and with daily life. Notwithstanding the fact that the writings of Autpert 
are never explicit about iconoclasm, they seem to take the side of papal orthodoxy, 
and at the same time verbalise the attention given by the popes to Mary as Mother of 
God. In other words, Autpert’s writings can be seen as ‘symptomatic’ of an ‘orthodox’ 
iconophile mentality developed in central Italy in the mid- and late eighth century, 
which is otherwise unrecorded. The relation between Greek iconophile thinking, the 
focus on Mary, and the work of Autpert is also a core topic in the chapter. The relation 
between texts and images, largely intended as mental, textual, liturgical, and pictorial, 
is another.

With Chapter 4, I introduce the first of three case studies chosen to illustrate if and 
how pictorial imagery was used to offer a response to Byzantine iconoclasm and other 
theological controversies of the same period. As mentioned, these case studies all have an 
eschatological dimension, and highlight the agency of pictorial imagery in the economy 
of salvation that accords with an iconophile attitude. The chapter is centred on the theo-
logical, pictorial, and liturgical image of Christ as Redeeming Light. Developed on the 
figural scheme of late antique theophanies, the Christ–Light in mosaics commissioned by 

60   On the impact of Byzantine iconoclasm on the contemporary imagination or ‘imaginary’, that is a set 
of conscious, unconscious, perceived, and imagined images, defined with this term in psychoanalytic 
theory, see Mondzain, 2005.
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three popes in the first half of early ninth century marked a change in the development 
of medieval imagery. These depictions, like earlier theophanies, recalled the unprec-
edented light and splendour experienced by the apostles during Christ’s Transfiguration 
on the mountain, which also clearly revealed his combined divine and human natures. 
Like recent texts offering a reading of the Transfiguration, these mosaics also suggest 
that his light on Tabor was giving to the apostles a foretaste of his splendour on the day 
of his Second Coming. But in the mosaics, the saints, martyrs, and donors depicted, 
as well as the beholder, partake of this light, which reminds the faithful of the Second 
Coming and nurtures hope in salvation. Thus, these mosaics appear to be promoting 
a firm belief in the mediatory power of pictorial images. Such beliefs were not held by 
Carolingian and Byzantine sovereigns and theologians. This chapter also contextualises 
the endeavours of papal artistic patronage in the decades between the reinstatement of 
iconoclasm in Byzantium (815), the Carolingian Synod of Paris (825), and their after-
math, coinciding with the pontificates of Leo III, Paschal I, Eugene II, and Gregory IV. 
Among them, Paschal I was the one who put into writing an image theory in a letter 
addressed to a Byzantine emperor. The theologians who wrote in his name, articulated 
the papal image theory along the lines of Greek iconophilia, thereby finally replacing the 
relatively simplistic arguments of the ‘traditions’ of the Church and the ‘authority’ of its 
Fathers in defending sacred images on which his predecessors had relied.

Chapter 5 deals with images of, and writings about, the official Presentation of 
the new-born Christ Child to the community of Israelites in the Temple of Jerusalem 
and its relevance to the period coinciding with the monothelete and iconoclastic 
controversies. Many themes are involved: the presentation of the new-born child 
in the Temple, the purification of the mother from having given birth, the offering 
brought by the parents in thanksgiving, and the prophecy of Simeon and his death 
after having recognised Christ as the Saviour. As a result, the event was interpreted 
in different ways, as attested by texts and visual artefacts. I will demonstrate how 
these various interpretations reflected substantial changes in religious mentalities 
between the seventh and the ninth centuries. However, the theme which became 
focal in the late eighth and the early ninth centuries was the Presentation of the 
Child as a prefiguration of his sacrifice on the Cross for the deliverance of human-
kind. Likely reflecting the on-going theological debate, the earliest Latin homilies 
for the feast, imbued with eastern thinking, placed great emphasis on the symbolic 
sacrifice of Christ the Lamb (John 1, 29; 1, 36). This emphasis produced a new 
understanding and a new mental vision of the Presentation, which led to an impor-
tant iconographic innovation. In the early ninth century, in objects associated with 
iconophile circles in the West and in the East, the Infant was depicted above an altar 
over which he is held reverently by Mary. This imagery was a powerful reminder of 
the physicality of the Incarnate God: as an infant he was symbolically offered on the 
altar of the Temple, as an adult his life was sacrificed on the Cross for the redemp-
tion of humankind according to his Father’s will. Henceforth the altar became a 
central element in the pictorial images of the Presentation, as many late medieval 
examples attest.

Finally, Chapter 6 analyses how Mary came to be perceived, celebrated, and depicted 
as the main intercessor for humankind, namely as the ladder to heaven, during the 
period of the iconoclastic controversy, affecting thereafter her theological and visual 
imagery. Mary’s role as main intercessor for humankind was seen as being inextricably 



14 Introduction

related to her exceptional role in the Incarnation. Because of it, she was spared bod-
ily corruption and was granted an exceptional transition to the afterlife, that is her 
Assumption into heaven in body and spirit. In heaven, she eternally sits in glory at the 
side of her Son and Bridegroom and receives the prayers of the faithful. While there is 
no mention of Mary’s transition to the afterlife in the Sacred Scriptures, there is a rich 
apocryphal tradition. Hence, its celebration was questioned under the Carolingians. 
In the period of the image controversy, the illustration of Mary’s transition to the 
afterlife was meant to stimulate belief in her intercession before God and elicit hope of 
future resurrection. Between the eighth and the ninth centuries, her intercessory role 
acquired once she entered in heaven is visualised in images commissioned by the popes 
and others in iconophile circles. The main case studies in this chapter are images of 
the Virgin, in various media, in the oratory of Pope  John VII in St Peter’s, in a Roman 
homiliary, in the apse of S. Maria in Domnica commissioned by Pope Paschal I, and 
in the lower church of S. Clemente at the time of Pope Leo IV (847–55). These have 
never before been read in the light of Mary’s Assumption into heaven. The earliest 
Latin homilies on the feast of the Assumption offer useful elements to help reframe 
these images. It will become clear that Mary’s image as queen of heaven, ready to 
intercede for the faithful, was consolidated during the period of the image controversy 
in order to make a powerful iconophile statement.

In sum, this book explores how the Incarnate God and his Mother were presented 
and extolled in visual depictions, liturgical texts and practices produced under the 
aegis of the popes – directly or indirectly – in the period c.680–880. This exploration 
is meaningful for one simple reason: in some cases, the figural imagery and thinking 
which resulted from this period would become standard, characterising for centuries 
Christian theology, visual arts, and devotional practices. The end date of this book, 
c.880, was chosen so that images produced in the late ninth century could also be 
discussed. However, I have not ventured into an analysis of written testimonies about 
iconophilia in Italy or in other western regions after the death of Pope Paschal I (824) 
and the Synod of Paris (825), that essentially would have confirmed a firm papal belief 
in the agency of sacred images in mediating the divine, and their perfect integration in 
devotional and liturgical practices. A longer chronological approach, treating earlier 
and later periods, is to be found in Jean-Marie Sansterre’s forthcoming book.61

6  A final remark

The place accorded to images – mental, visual, and textual – in this book has essentially 
to do with an indisputable consideration: images shape the way we think, remember, 
perceive, feel, dream, plan, act, and are the fabric of memory, thought, and crea-
tion. As noted by Marina Warner in a thought-provoking book on the Virgin Mary 
published in the 1970s, it can never be stressed enough that, for most of the last two 
thousand years since the Christian religion was established, the faithful were generally 
illiterate, and therefore images of all sorts – visual and verbal – were the principal way 
of instruction and communication.62

61   Sansterre, forthcoming.
62   Warner, 1976, XXIV.
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Although the Carolingians came to think differently, believing in the superiority 
of the Scriptures and of the written and spoken word in general above visual images, 
in practice texts and images were not in competition, as images and sermons served 
the same purpose. This is how a scholion to the sermons on the holy images of John 
of Damascus puts it: ‘Do you see how the function of image and word [‘είκόνος καὶ 
λόγου’] are one?’, with Basil of Caesarea ideally responding to the rhetorical question 
‘As in a picture [γραφῇ] . . . we demonstrate by word’.63 In the present book, I show 
that the struggle involving holy images in the eighth and ninth centuries was not sim-
ply an art-historical question, but rather a wider issue that contributed to the shaping 
of western religious and lay attitudes towards any kind of pictorial image for centuries 
to come.

63   John of Damascus, On the Divine Images, I, 45 = I, 41 scholion, PTS 17, 151; trans. Louth, 2003, 45. 
The same attitude was later maintained during the second phase of the iconoclastic controversy by the 
iconophile Patriarch Nikephoros, Apologeticus maior, PG 100, 748; Antirrhetici tres adversus Constan-
tinum Copronymum, 3, PG 100, 380; see Brubaker, 1989, 33, 1995, 14–16.



Intending to retrace and discuss how the popes first reacted to the new ‘heresy’ of icon-
oclasm, this chapter also analyses the decades preceding this controversy and argues 
that their response to major theological and political controversies was inextricably 
intertwined with their promotion of the Virgin Mary, the Mother of the Incarnate God.

The first part of the chapter will deal with events occurring between the 680s–720s 
which appear relevant to the developments of the image controversy. These events 
include the papal reaction to Church councils convened by Byzantine emperors in 
Constantinople, during which the place of the visual in Christian belief and prac-
tices was addressed. They will also include the papal response to the last outbreak of 
the imperially backed ‘heresies’ of monoergism (the doctrine of the single operation 
in Christ) and monotheletism (the doctrine of the single will in Christ). The chap-
ter will reveal how the popes saw themselves as champions of ‘orthodox’ faith and 
practices – which involved a favourable attitude to images – and supreme doctrinal 
authorities and spiritual leaders in the Christian oecumene. They soon adopted the 
Mother of God as their emblem of wisdom, solid foundation of faith, and orthodoxy. 
The establishment of four annual processions in honour of the Mother of God in the 
late seventh-century Rome will be examined in this light.

The second part of the chapter will examine well-known as well as overlooked evi-
dence to analyse when and how the West perceived the rising controversy over sacred 
images. The contours of this controversy in its early stages were blurred, but it none-
theless instilled fears of a schism within the Church, as attested by an inscription from 
a Lombard court dating to c.730 which has never until now been discussed in relation 
to the iconoclastic controversy.

The last section will reprise the theme of urban processions by looking at an 
instance dating to 753. In a critical moment for the history of papal Rome, the pope, 
in line with what emperors and earlier rulers had done in the streets of Rome and 
other cities in the Mediterranean,1 had recourse to a spectacular public ceremony. His 
aim was not only to reinforce his bond with the populace of the city, his immediate 
supporters,2 but also to offer a public, multimedia response to doctrinal and political 

1   See Dey, 2015 on public ceremonies held by rulers in late antique and early medieval cities in the Mediter-
ranean to reinforce their authority and bond with their subjects. These ceremonies, ultimately, contrib-
uted to keeping cities alive.

2   Paravicini Bagliani, 2013, 11, refers to the Traditio Apostolica of c.215 which states that the pope is 
elected by the entire populace of Rome (‘ab omni populo’, ed. Geerlings, 1991, 214–18). Until the late 
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