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The questions of exactly what authority the medieval papacy had, and how 
it was communicated and received, have been of perennial interest to histo-
rians. One of the most influential historiographical traditions in the study of 
the subject of medieval papal authority has been the emphasis on its hiero-
cratic aspects and the development of a legal system and ideology to support 
the claims of a ‘papal monarchy’ (as John A. Watt and Colin Morris titled 
their studies of the central medieval papacy), pursued in the second half of 
the twentieth century.1 The main proponent of the concept of hierocratic 
rule was Walter Ullmann, who advanced it a number of landmark studies.2 
Influenced in part by this tradition, individual popes such as Gregory VII 
and Innocent III proved attractive subjects for study, since they stood out 
as communicators of papal authority and power in their purest forms.3 In 
the later Middle Ages, scholars have focused on Boniface VIII, Clement VI 
and his successors in Avignon, and on the popes who restored papal author-
ity after the Council of Basle.4 The late twentieth century was a fruitful 
era of research that laid the fundament for future work on papal author-
ity, and resulted in classic studies that defined the field by scholars such 
as I. S. Robinson,5 Kenneth Pennington,6 and others,7 who nuanced exist-
ing interpretations of papal authority. The research interests underpinning 
these works remain essential avenues of enquiry for scholars. Recent nota-
ble studies have addressed topics of long-standing interest, such as the basis 
of papal authority in the Liber pontificalis,8 relations between the papacy 
and lay powers,9 papal government,10 jurisprudence,11 and the institution of 
legation,12 to take but a handful of examples. Current approaches are also 
building on the traditional foundation in different ways and exploring new 
perspectives.13 Art historians have dealt a lot with visual representations of 
papal authority in architecture and frescoes;14 a recent collection of articles 
develops a new approach to these topics, not least by considering clothing.15 
The influence of the material turn can also be seen in Steven A. Schoenig’s 
examination of the pallium as a tool and representation of papal power.16

An important strand in the recent historiography seeks to temper the tra-
ditional notion of the papacy as the unchallenged centre of hierocratic rule. 
Kathleen G. Cushing and Jeffrey M. Wayno tackle the problem head-on in 
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their respective studies of the limitations that acted on papal authority.17 
Mary Stroll, Harald Müller, and others have examined the threat that anti-
popes posed to the acceptance of papal authority.18 During the investiture 
contest, the German kings challenged papal authority and put popes such 
as Paschal II under pressure.19A volume of essays on Alexander III bears 
the subtitle The Art of Survival – testament to that pope’s struggle to exert 
his authority in the face of considerable opposition.20 Damian J. Smith 
has investigated when Innocent III reached the limits of his authority in 
his relations with the crown of Aragon.21 The opponents of Boniface VIII 
went so far as to accuse him of heresy and of being the Antichrist himself.22 
John XXII was also confronted with the accusation of heresy for politi-
cal reasons as well as for his theological ideas which his successor had to 
correct.23 Danica Summerlin and Wayno demonstrate the importance of 
general councils in papal government and stress the role that prelates from 
across Christendom played in creating the content of conciliar decrees in 
a consultative and collaborative fashion – they were not just called to the 
curia to rubber stamp a premeditated papal programme.24 The relation-
ship between the papal centre and the local periphery, and the communi-
cation of (sometimes competing) authorities between the two, has proven 
particularly fruitful in advancing our understanding of papal authority.25 
It forms the explicit focus of several studies that analyse the connections 
and tensions between the Roman centre and regional spheres of influence, 
revealing how, just as in its engagement with councils, the papacy had to 
negotiate its authority in cooperation with other members of the universal 
Church.26 It is to this historiographical tradition that the present volume 
seeks to contribute.

Adding to this debate on the communication of medieval papal author-
ity, the essays presented here bridge Japanese and European scholarly 
approaches to ecclesiastical history to provide new insights into how the 
papacy conceptualised its authority and attempted to realise and communi-
cate that authority in ecclesiastical and secular spheres across Christendom. 
Adopting a broad temporal and geographical approach that spans the 
Early to the Late Middle Ages, from Europe to Asia, the book focuses 
on the different media used to represent authority, the structures through 
which authority was channelled and the restrictions that popes faced in so 
doing, and the less certain expression of papal authority on the edges of 
Christendom. Its particular strength is the range of new perspectives that it 
offers on the communication of medieval papal authority, both in terms of 
the blending of Japanese and European scholarly approaches and studies on 
Europe (including its edges) and Asia.

The first part of the book explores the range of media that popes used 
to represent and communicate their authority, including letters, synodal 
sermons, and artistic endeavours such as the creation of tapestries. The 
examination of this source material testifies to the vitality of the papacy’s 
construction of its ideological and theological authority on its own terms, 
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revealing the multifaceted and sensitive efforts of popes to make their 
authority felt at a distance from their curial palaces in Italy and Avignon. 
In Chapter 1, Shigeto Kikuchi surveys the evidence for the communication 
and acceptance of papal authority in early medieval Francia. While there 
was an authority much closer to home in the form of the Carolingian kings, 
whom Franks seeking favour or redress could approach more easily, there 
was a certain awareness of, and desire for, papal authority in the kingdom. 
Kikuchi explores the wide range of different media through which papal 
authority was felt in Francia, including papal envoys, letters and privileges, 
gifts (including relics), the pallium, and epigraphic evidence, to test the 
extent to which papal government in this period was responsive or proac-
tive. Kikuchi argues that the popes in this period were not merely reactive 
but took the initiative to travel over the Alps to Francia to communicate 
with its people directly, and acted spontaneously in inserting additional 
clauses of protection and sanction in its documents which their petitioners 
did not request. He also posits that papal and Frankish royal authority were 
not contradictory to one another but went hand-in-hand. Attention is drawn 
to the Frankish supplicants at the papal curia who were there conducting 
royal business or there as a result of royal intervention. In Chapter 2, Georg 
Strack examines how the motif of Imitatio Christi was used in papal synodal 
sermons between 1095 and 1274 both to express and challenge papal author-
ity. Focusing first on Urban II’s use of the motif, Strack then establishes a 
connection to Innocent III’s famous sermon Desiderio desideravi (1215) in 
which that pope alluded several times to the Passion of Christ. He shows 
that the text of this sermon was widely received among chroniclers of the 
Late Middle Ages and that when they wrote about this speech, they empha-
sised the pope’s authority as a Christ-like preacher and prophet. Strack 
then demonstrates how Gregory X made reference to the text of the sermon 
when his authority was challenged at the Second Council of Lyon in 1274, 
and also reveals – contrary to current scholarly interpretations – that when 
Matthew Paris reported Innocent IV giving a similar sermon at the First 
Council of Lyon in 1245, he did so in order to critique the pope as imitating 
Christ in words only, rather than to draw a positive comparison. Extending 
the examination of papal sermons further into the Late Middle Ages, in 
Chapter 3, Yuichi Akae studies John XXII and the beatific vision contro-
versy, which the pope sparked in a sermon delivered on All Saints’ Day 
1331. John’s sermon provoked an intense flurry of communications on the 
matter ranging from sermons, through quaestiones disputatae, pamphlets, 
letters, and notarial instruments, to oral utterances, and culminated in the 
pope revoking his position on his deathbed in 1334. As well as studying 
the sermons of John, Akae considers how figures such as Thomas Waleys, 
William Ockham, and Clement VI engaged with the pope’s statements. He 
argues that John XXII faced particular difficulty in identifying and com-
municating his authority as a preacher. In Chapter 4, Alessandro Simbeni 
turns to the communication of papal authority through visual media with  
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a case study of the Assisi tapestry commissioned by Sixtus IV between 1471 
and 1482. Simbeni emphasises that when the papacy used art to communi-
cate its authority to ecclesiastical audiences (as opposed to secular ones) it 
had to employ different strategies and use richer and more complex figura-
tive language, namely, in its biblical and doctrinal references. In the case of 
the Assisi tapestry, Sixtus attempted to use art to reinforce the unity of the 
Franciscan order, which was being torn apart from inside by divisions con-
cerning its direction in the second half of the fifteenth century. The tapestry, 
which is based upon the allegorical image of a tree, depicts the history of the 
Franciscans and alludes to the variety and multiplicity of the order through 
the branches, while at the same time reaffirming the figure of Francis of 
Assisi as the common root of the tree. Despite Sixtus’ attempts to use his 
authority to influence the debate, he was ultimately unsuccessful, and the 
order split officially into Observants and Conventuals in 1517.

Yet the careful manifestation of authority through different media did not 
always translate into influence on the ground. The chapters of part two draw 
attention to the structural restrictions and challenges which acted to limit 
papal power. The chapters in this section point to the threats posed by anti-
popes, the problems that distance placed on international communication, 
and the machinations of curial factions in Italy. In Chapter 5, Harald Müller 
investigates how the contest between popes and anti-popes, and the schism 
that accompanied it, constituted a challenge to papal authority when the 
Roman papacy attempted to govern the whole orbis christianus. The exist-
ence of an anti-pope represented a threat to papal authority since it divided 
the Church hierarchy and damaged the status of the papacy as an institu-
tion. Müller’s chapter explores how candidates managed to strengthen their 
arguments as rightful popes and overcome their rivals so as to install them-
selves on the throne of St Peter. He also investigates how people coped with 
the ambiguity inherent in the existence of two rival popes in a Church that 
was a monarchy by tradition. Chapter 6, by Thomas W. Smith, inspects how 
the logistical aspects of papal communication affected the administration 
of active crusades in Outremer and what this meant for pontifical authority. 
The Fifth Crusade (1217–21) represents a particularly good opportunity for 
such an investigation because it was an expedition whose character, strat-
egy, and course were determined to a great extent by the sharing of infor-
mation with the West. Smith outlines how papal crusade communication 
was conducted during the campaign and ascertains what its effect on the 
crusading movement was. He argues that the fate of the Fifth Crusade, per-
haps more than any other, hung on contact and communication with the 
West. Paradoxically, though, in the end, perhaps the reliance of the Fifth 
Crusade on this regular stream of information on the preparedness of the 
long-awaited crucesignatus Emperor Frederick II contributed to its undoing. 
The regular updates that the crusaders received that Frederick was about to 
depart contributed directly to the inaction of the army while the pilgrims 
awaited his arrival, and it hamstrung the ability of the crusade leadership 
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to plan strategically in the long term. In Chapter 7, Jessika Nowak analyses 
the rich corpus of encrypted dispatches sent by Milanese ambassadors res-
ident in mid-fifteenth-century Rome back to the duke of Milan. She stud-
ies how the papal curia as a locus of decision-making and the pope as a 
decision-maker and ‘man of action’ attracted a lot of attention in Milanese  
politics. Nowak demonstrates that the copious manuscript material left over 
from Milanese political correspondence reveals how the duke of Milan and 
his envoys went to great lengths to influence papal decision-making in their 
favour. Her chapter provides valuable evidence for the ‘global’ authority of 
the papacy according to the understanding at the time – something which 
comes through clearly in her source material.

Building upon the strengths and weaknesses of the institution examined 
in the first two parts of the book, the third and final part combines the 
two aspects and analyses the ways in which popes at the centre attempted 
to overcome the restrictions of their administrative structures in order to 
exert influence on the edges of Christendom, in Asia, Romania, and north-
ern Europe through different media. Conversely – as in Nowak’s chapter 
on Milanese diplomacy – the essays also shed light on the two-way pro-
cess in which the peripheries attempted to shape ecclesiastical politics and 
administration in Rome. Chapter 8, by Minoru Ozawa, analyses the back-
ground of the Viking King Cnut’s pilgrimage to Rome in 1027. Past schol-
arship has regarded his pilgrimage as an expression of the pious mind of 
the new Christian monarch. This interpretation is partly correct, but we 
must remember that he was the first Viking leader who communicated and 
negotiated with a pope. This fact was important for Cnut in the construction 
of his northern imperium around the Northern Seas. Why, then, did Cnut 
meet Pope John XIX? A political factor is that Cnut became the king of 
England in 1016, where he needed ecclesiastical magnates to operate a dif-
ferent administrative system from those in Scandinavia. In order to achieve 
that aim, Cnut felt he needed to represent himself to all as a Christian king, 
not a Viking leader, and to invest ecclesiastical and monastic institutions 
with more resources such as lands, privileges, and gifts. Yet there were eco-
nomic factors at play here, too. As traders, Vikings transacted commer-
cial treaties with emperors, kings, and magnates to expand their network of 
commerce. In 1027 Cnut requested that Emperor Otto II and King Rudolf 
of Burgundy keep the route to Rome safe for travellers and not to oppress 
them with tolls. This chapter explores how Cnut communicated with the 
pope and used papal authority in seeking to achieve his political and eco-
nomic ends. In Chapter 9, Mamoru Fujisaki studies the attempts of the 
papacy to convert ‘infidels’ in Asia to Christianity in the thirteenth century. 
In pursuing contact with the Mongols, and attempting to persuade them 
to convert, the popes made use of the newly-founded mendicant orders. 
Fujisaki illuminates how the papacy attempted to overcome the barriers 
of communication between the different cultures, especially the question 
of language, in its attempt to achieve its aim. It provides a valuable case  
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study of the influence of the papacy at the cutting edge of its geographical 
reach. Chapter 10, authored by Koji Murata, assesses the nature and pur-
pose of Pope Gregory IX’s communication with John III Vatatzes, emperor 
of Nicaea. This correspondence is set against the background of Gregory’s 
efforts in 1235 to organise a new crusade in aid of the Latin Empire of 
Constantinople, which was under threat from the empire of Nicaea and the 
Tsardom of Bulgaria. Although the crusade was never launched, its organi-
sation generated a mass of communication being dispatched from the papal 
curia. Most studies hitherto have focused mainly on the letters to Catholic 
lords in the West, but Murata turns the focus on John III Vatatztes instead, 
a correspondence that has received insufficient attention. This chapter 
explores how the papacy communicated with Byzantium in exile during the 
crucial years of the empire of Romania. Murata uses the papal letters to 
reveal that the attempt by Gregory IX to initiate the Constantinople cru-
sade produced a major change in the papal attitude towards the Byzantines. 
In Chapter 11, Hisatsugu Kusabu turns his attention to the papal mission-
ary campaigns against the so-called ‘medieval heresies’ in the late twelfth 
to early thirteenth centuries in the eastern Mediterranean and the Balkans. 
Observing the nomenclature of the titles of ‘heresies’ as established by both 
papal and Byzantine heresiologists, Kusabu argues that the campaigns were 
planned for papal networking over socio-religious authorities rather than 
for an ideological and doctrinal war on heresies. A comparative investiga-
tion of the elaborate title for heresies made by Eastern heresiologists reveals 
the relative papal indifference to those doctrinal contents, including medi-
eval dualism and even the works of Byzantine heresiologists. Instead, the 
popes considered Bosnia, Macedonia, and Bulgaria the nodes of network-
ing and described these areas as the corridor for the transportation of peo-
ple, including missionaries and heretics coming to and from the East, to be 
controlled by Catholic authorities. This chapter reveals the need for further 
research on the transportation of popular Christianity to the Balkans and 
the mutual communication that tended to be labelled as heretical by both the 
Church authorities and modern historians. In the twelfth, and final, chap-
ter of the volume, Takahiro Narikawa illustrates the establishment, as well 
as the fragility, of the communication channel between the ‘centre’ of the 
Roman papacy and the ‘periphery’ of Latin Christendom mainly through 
crusading activity in its northernmost part, namely, the religious frontier 
between the Christian Norse (Scandinavians) and the non-Christian Saamis 
(called ‘Finns’ in medieval sources), a hunter-gathering people living in 
Fenno-Scandia. While the medieval Norse-Scandinavian involvement with 
the crusade both against the Muslims in Holy Land as well as their Baltic 
neighbours has recently attracted greater attention from researchers, few 
of them show interest in the fact that the official conversion of the Saamis 
usually dates to the early eighteenth century, well after the Reformation 
in Scandinavian countries. In other words, the Norse people maintained a 
 religious frontier with these northernmost people throughout the Middle 
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Ages while taking the cross to Holy Land and fighting other ‘infidels’. 
Narikawa draws attention instead to the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century 
popes who issued a series of crusade encyclicals against these ‘Finns’ in the 
Far North and what it can tell us about both papal communication and the 
religious mentality of the medieval Norse-Scandinavian peoples themselves.

Taken as a whole, the chapters of this book contribute to new directions 
in the study of the medieval papacy, problematising and moving us another 
step further away from the classic interpretation of the popes as hiero-
cratic rulers exercising unwavering authority over the universal Church 
and secular powers. Its chapters reveal that papal authority was depend-
ent on the interplay between the papacy and those with whom it was in 
communication, whether at its curia engaging in petitioning and diplo-
macy or at a distance. The papacy’s communication of authority to other 
members, both within and without Christendom, was a delicate, and often 
perilous, course that waxed and waned in different regions and at different 
times according to shifting political contexts and changing popes. Indeed, 
the breadth of this book makes it possible to compare and contrast papal 
authority across a considerable expanse of time and space, from the Early 
to the Late Middle Ages, and from the centre to the peripheries, using a 
range of different media. The studies collected herein underline that the 
communication of papal authority was a two-way process effected by the 
popes and their supporters, but also by their enemies who helped to shape 
concepts of ecclesiastical power.
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