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Failed Ritual? Medieval Papal Funerals 
and the Death of Clement VI (1352)

Joëlle Rollo-Koster

It is the purpose of this chapter to investigate if and how the arrival of the 
Black Death, the dreaded fourteenth-century plague, influenced the burial 
practices and funerary rituals of the late medieval papacy. Contemporary 
writers everywhere described the painful and radical socio-cultural changes 
brought on by the pandemic, but fewer sources focused on the death of 
the ‘highest’ European of all, the leader of Christian Europe, the pope.

After reviewing summarily the recent historiography on the Black 
Death and burial practices, this chapter will turn to consider the papal 
death ritual. Grounded in information provided by ceremonial books 
of the late Middle Ages, this chapter will address the care of the papal 
corpse for its burial. Our knowledge of medieval ecclesiastical funerary 
practices comes from ceremonial books called ordines. These existed 
throughout the early Middle Ages, but the most explicit ceremonials 
were authored by François de Conzié and Pierre Ameil, both contem-
poraries of the Great Western Schism (1378–1417). This chapter will 
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specifically rely on Pierre Ameil’s ordo because of his focus on the Pope’s 
body and his detailed orchestration of funerary practice, scripting behav-
ior during the Pope’s agony, embalming, exposition of the corpse, and 
transport to the funerary chapel. This investigation will then turn to the 
specific case of Clement VI (1342–1352), the pope who reigned during 
the initial assault of the disease in 1348, and one of Avignon’s most flam-
boyant popes, whose 1352 funeral contradicted expectations and proto-
col. The events linked to Clement’s funerals raise issues outside of the 
field of ritual studies. If burial proctocol was altered during his funeral, 
some four years after the initial onslaught of the Black Death, was this 
specific breach tied to prevalent medical theory? Or, more plainly put, 
was his hasty burial linked to concepts of infection and contagion?

Because of Greek influence, historians have usually viewed medieval 
theories of contagion in somehwat negative terms. As Vivian Nutton states

On almost all ancient schemata, contagion, whether in the strict sense of a 
disease transmitted by touch or in the wider one of a disease of contiguity, 
was only rarely invoked to explain the origin of an illness, and even when it 
was, it formed only one part, and not necessarily the most important part, 
of a complex of overlapping alternatives.1

This approach has recently been somewhat refined with authors like 
Justin Stearns warning that ‘if we recognise that diseases are social con-
structions at least as much as they are biological entities, then we need 
to maintain constant vigilance against the temptation of finding today’s 
diseases and their means of transmission in the past’.2 As we will see 
later, in the case of the plague, the late Middle Ages understood con-
tagion, but linked it to the ‘corrupted air theory’. This meant that peo-
ple understood that the ‘airborne’ disease penetrated the body through 
the pores rather than via touching. Still, what Pope Clement’s funeral-
circonscripted example can demonstrate is that the arrival of the plague 
dismantled traditions even at the highest court of Europe.

While it is not my purpose to discuss the disease’s origin and history, 
it can be stated that by the mid-fourteenth century the Black Death 
(in its bubonic, septicemic, and pneumonic forms) may have been the 
most devastating disease to have ever touched European soil, destroy-
ing between 30 and 60% of its population between 1346 and 1353. It 
is assumed, among rigorous discussions and debates, that the pandemic 
was caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis, which traveled via the fleas 
of rats from China to the Crimea and from there on to European ports.
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Maybe spurred on by the recent Ebola epidemics, plague studies have 
been blooming. In a recent essay, Monica H. Green qualifies the Black 
Death as ‘the highest of any large-scale catastrophe known to human-
kind’.3 She emphasizes how the growing field of microbiology has 
recently influenced plague studies, allowing the mapping the gene’s his-
tory, and, in 2011, the reconstruction of the Yersinia pestis genome. Her 
essay also highlights how even if questions are still being answered our 
knowledge of the geographic and chronological span of the so-called 
‘Second Pandemic’ (for the disease’s late medieval iteration) has vastly 
increased. The Black Death ranged from Tibet to the Atlantic islands 
and the Mediterranean basin across species and climate zones, and could 
have began as early as the 1260s. Giving relevance of the past to the pre-
sent she determines that ‘evidence is increasingly suggesting that though 
small localized outbreaks of plague occur regularly wherever it has estab-
lished enzootic foci, the commonality of more widespread outbreaks is 
due to climatic factors’.4

As the focus of research broadens, plague studies have become inter- 
and multi-disciplinary, uniting science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics researchers with those from the humanities. Green con-
cludes that

using the categories of modern science to reconstruct plague’s histo-
ries—adopting an outsider’s (etic) perspective on the material history of 
plague—is actually essential to reconstructing the history of participants’ 
experiences of those material conditions and the resulting experiences of 
sudden death, economic devastation, and social chaos (an emic perspec-
tive). Both are valid, and both are necessary to a historical enterprise that 
unites the efforts of scientists and humanists alike.5

It is evident that this pandemic had consequences far and wide: in a 
largely rural Europe, the population’s decline changed agricultural prac-
tices and facilitated a conversion from goods to cash rents. The surviv-
ing rural population may have even profited for a short while from more 
favorable living conditions. Rents went unpaid, land uncultivated, and 
the working force was temporarily able to negotiate favorable terms. 
Eventually, the lords resisted‚ demanding a return to status quo, while 
peasants and laborers rebelled. The so-called jacqueries and urban revolts 
of the second half of the fourteenth century were crushed, but the con-
version to wage labor was irreversible; it spread from farmlands to urban 
centers, bringing Europe into a pre-modern, capistalistic age.
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With the arrival of the plague, individuals chose either retreat from 
the world or live hedonistically in the present for themselves, foregoing 
many of the charitable tenets of Christianity, like burying their ‘own’ 
dead. The European population became obsessed by death. We find ‘her’ 
in art, in the macabre gisants that adorned the tombs of the wealthy, 
in the danse macabre that accompanied parishioners to their churches, 
reminding them that ‘she’ was oblivious to status, social, and gender 
stratifications. ‘She’ was on the page of the Ars moriendi, training its 
readers to accept their fate with dignity and humility, and prepare for the 
inevitable.

Uncertainty overwhlemed the medieval mind. ‘She’ was God’s pun-
ishment for all human sin. Penance and repentance offered solace. 
Flagellants ambled the paths of the continent, singing, praying, prostrat-
ing themselves to no avail. The scourge did not abate. Flagellants in their 
zeal of purification also attempted to rationalize the unthinkable with 
extravagant accusations; sometimes they blamed the church, but most 
often the religious groups that had been historically marginalized, and 
mostly the Jews.

The age of the Black Death is the ‘dark age’ of pogroms and of accu-
sations against ‘others’: heretics, the poor, healers, wanderers, or any-
one else who did not conform tightly to Christian social norms. In a 
era of high stress and social anxiety, a society that represented itself in 
the image of a body—the Christian body—could easily rationalize heal-
ing itself with the ‘cutting off’ or ‘bleeding’ of its body’s diseased parts, 
in keeping with the bodily metaphor.6 Eventually, the initial epidemic 
abated, and the European population learned to live with plague for the 
next 400 years or so.7

Clement VI, the ‘pope of the plague’, attempted to control the effect 
of the disease without overreacting.8 The Black Death reached Avignon, 
where he resided, in February 1348.9 It enters papal records under the 
term ‘mortalitatis pestem’.10 A chronicler of Clement’s rule describes its 
effects. The plague caused ulcers and bumps (buboes, or bossa) in the 
groin area and armpits; survivors were too few in number to bury the 
dead. Kinship ties disappeared, parents and children abandoned each 
other as the disease killed humans along with cats, dogs, chickens, and 
other animals.11 Clement acted in somewhat scientific fashion. According 
to sources, given that post-mortem examinations to identify cause of 
death were taking place in Italian cities, the pope also ordered them in 
Avignon.
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Anatomical examinations, in which many corpses were opened, were car-
ried out in many Italian cities, and also, on the pope’s orders, in Avignon, 
to discover the origins of this disease, and it was found that all those who 
died suddenly had infected lungs, and had been coughing up blood. And 
this form is the most dangerous of all these terrible things, which is to say 
that it is the most contagious, for when one infected person dies everyone 
who saw him during his illness, visited him, had any dealings with him, or 
carried him to burial, immediately follows him, without any remedy.12

Louis Heyligen of Beeringen asserts that half of the population of 
Avignon died of the disease and, as in many other cities, the pope 
acquired new lands to bury the dead when local cemeteries proved insuf-
ficient. Clement offered spiritual comfort to the immense numbers of 
dying, granting a plenary indulgence to all those who were both ‘con-
fessed and contrite’ and—because he was still a man of his time—recom-
mended processions of atonement:

To be brief, at least half the people in Avignon died; for there are now 
within the walls of the city more than 7000 houses where no one lives 
because everyone in them has died, and in the suburbs one might imag-
ine that there is not one survivor. Therefore the pope bought a field 
near Notre-Dame des Miracles and had it consecrated as a cemetery. By 
14 March 11,000 bodies had been buried there, and that is in addition 
to those buried in the churchyards of the Hôpital de Saint-Antoine and 
the religious orders and in the many other churchyards in Avignon … And 
the scale of the mortality means that for fear of death men do not dare to 
speak with anyone whose kinsman or kinswoman has died, because it has 
often been observed that when one member of a family dies, almost all 
the rest follow. And it is the common report among ordinary people that 
the sick are treated like dogs by their families—they put food and drink 
next to the sick bed and then flee the house … Priests do not hear the 
confessions of the sick, or administer the sacraments to them. Everyone 
who is still healthy looks after himself. So it happens every day that a rich 
man is carried to his grave by these ruffians, with just a few lights and no 
mourners apart from them, for while the corpse is going along the street 
everyone else hides away indoors … Around the middle of March, after 
mature deliberation, the pope granted a plenary indulgence to all those 
dying confessed and contrite; the indulgence to be valid until Easter. He 
also commanded the performance of devout processions with the chanting 
of litanies on specified days of the week.13
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Linked to what could be labeled, maybe understandibly so, mass hyste-
ria, processions of penitents (flagellants) turned to violence. Using burial 
grounds as evidence, a team led by Anna Colet has recently desmon-
strated the link between this type of religious fervor and violence against 
the Jewish community. Escavating in the Catalan town of Tàrrega, 
Colet and her team unearthed communal graves where bodily remains 
showed evidence of brutalities. These physical remains corroborate 
Jewish and Christian textual evidence that mentioned some the earliest 
violence against the Jewish population after the beginning of the plague 
in 1348.14 Protecting the Jewish population as best as he could, the 
pope reissued in July 1348 the 1120 bull Sicut Judaeis, which originally 
protected the Jewish population in the aftermath of the First Crusade. 
In September 1348, Clement ordered his clergy to protect the Jews, 
and again in October spoke out against the pogroms, pointing to the 
financial motivations behind the attacks.15 Still, the pope’s involvement 
with the desease had its limits. According to the chronicler Mathias of 
Neuenburg, Clement spent the epidemic ‘shut up in his chamber where 
he had large fires continually burning’, hoping, along with many others, 
that isolation would keep contagion at bay.16

The Black Death killed many and there is no doubt that the pandemic 
affected funeral practice. Even though a semblance of normal funerary 
behavior can be found in places where the mortality did not impede tra-
ditional practices, mass graves appeared in numbers unencountered up 
to then. Traditional medieval burial saw the body washed, then wrapped 
in a shroud, and placed at the cemetery in either a coffin or directly into 
the ground.17 Still, not all people (naciones) buried their dead without 
clothes. Gulielmo Durando’s Rationale divinorum officiorum (1230–
1296) highlights an Italian custom that required laymen to be fittingly 
dressed, shoed and booted for Judgment Day.18 One’s status could affect 
the practice—monks wore their cowls and sometimes laymen also chose 
to follow a similar practice.19

Traditional burial occurred in consecrated ground, in a cemetery. 
Sharon Dewitte, discussing plague burials at East Smithfield in London, 
recognizes that while some cemeteries were appropriate for the increased 
number of dead caused by the plague, mass burial grounds were also uti-
lized (as we have seen earlier in Avignon) to accommodate the grow-
ing numbers. East Smithfield cemetery was one of these mass burial 
grounds. Interestingly, mass burial did not equate with negligence. At 
East Smithfield the dead had been buried with care, laid on their back 
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with their heads toward the west and feet toward the east.20 This cor-
relates with the conclusion S. Kacki and her team reached for villages 
in the south of France. ‘Only when the highest peaks of mortality were 
reached, the customary funerary practices were discarded and mass 
graves were dug. This shows that despite the increased mortality may 
lead to the simultaneous inhumations of several individuals in the same 
pit, the funerary practices were not substantially modified.’21

This image of decorum contrasts with contemporary sources that 
paint disruptions like in Italy, where

the living made preparations for their burial, and because there was not 
enough room for individual graves, pits had to be dug in colonnades 
and piazzas, where nobody had ever been buried before. It often hap-
pened that man and wife, father and son, mother and daughter, and soon 
the whole household and many neighbours, were buried together in one 
place.22

In Provence,

When [people] are dead, boorish yokels from the mountains of 
Provence—poor, half-naked men, with no finer feelings—will come, and 
(assuming they are paid enough) will carry the dead to burial. Neither 
kinsmen nor friends visit the sick. Priests do not hear the confessions of the 
sick, or administer the sacraments to them.23

What these texts demonstrate is a breaking down of customary behavior 
and tradition. In summary, regarding burial practice, it can be assumed 
that while traditional practices remained in place as long as they were 
manageable, certain areas witnessed cultural dislocation by the sheer and 
overwhelming number of dead. It remains to be seen if ritual also broke 
down in the papal court.

Knowledge of medieval ecclesiastical funerary practices comes from 
ceremonial books—ordines. These existed throughout the early Middle 
Ages with, for example, the Ordines Romani centering on the liturgy of 
the great Roman churches. Yet the most explicit papal funerary ceremo-
nials were the ordines of François de Conzié and Pierre Ameil.24 Both 
authors focused on court ceremonials, regardless of the court’s location. 
Ritual uniformization is one of the church’s greatest successes; it allowed 
for continuity even as the court moved from one location to another—
something quite common in the Middle Ages. Ceremonial books of 
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the mid-twelfth century prescribed that cardinals convene three times 
after the death of the pope: for his death and burial, the day after (for 
the Mass for the Dead), and on the third day to discuss the forthcom-
ing election (after the Mass of the Holy Spirit). As in the case of anyone 
else, expectations rested on a somewhat quick burial of the pope after 
his passing. In 1274, Pope Gregory X’s bull Ubi periculum defined the 
conclave (a safe and secretive space where cardinals focused solely on 
an unencumbered papal election) and lengthened the interval between 
death and burial to allow for the arrival of absent cardinals, and for the 
preparations of the cardinals’ quarters within the conclave.

The span of time that separated death and burial became known as 
the novena, for its traditional nine days. It involved liturgy, ceremonial, 
and propaganda, and it aimed at emphasizing continuity. Lengthening 
the span of time between papal death and burial first of all separated 
the death of the pope from that of common mortals, and allowed the 
display of rituals that epitomized the continuity of the church. Ritual 
evolved in conjunction with the development of the papal ‘dual-body’ 
metaphor. His physical body died, but his institutional body persevered 
in the church. Following Byzantine imperial tradition, the pope’s body 
was exhibited to the public.25 In this way, the crowds could testify to the 
pope’s death. Viewing the corpse with his visage uncovered, they looked 
upon the human face of the ecclesiastical institution, as the attend-
ing cardinal electors attested to the continuity of the church when they 
entered the conclave. Novemdiales (novenas) and honorific burial linked 
the maintenance of the ecclesiastical body with the demise of the physical 
body of the pope.26 In sum, rituals and the political necessities of tran-
sitions somewhat formalized the development of various means to pre-
serve the corpse, ideally for several days. Physical preservation buttressed 
the institutional goals of the transition from one pope to the next.

Cardinal Stefaneschi, who wrote one of the most thorough ordines 
sometime between 1300 and his death in 1341, clarified the Ordo 
sepeliendi clericos romane fraternitatis but did not offer much details of 
the death of the pope per se.27 The first explicitly papal funerary cer-
emonials were the ordines of de Conzié and Ameil.28 Since I have dis-
cussed the details of these ordines elsewhere, I will focus here solely on 
items specific to the care of the pope’s body.29 François de Conzié was 
named camerlengo of the pope by Clement VII in 1383 and kept the 
title until his death on 31 December 1431. As camerlengo, or chamber-
lain, his primary task was to head the Apostolic Chamber, the financial 
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organism that administered the revenues of the papacy. But his preroga-
tives ran far and wide, and the officer can be considered the ‘prime min-
ister’ of medieval popes. As de Conzié was penning his ceremonial for 
the Avignon pope, his contemporary, the Patriarch of Grado, Ameil, was 
similarly penning one for the Roman Pope Urban VI, to whom he had 
remained faithful.30 Pierre Ameil’s ordo covers the death of the pope, 
focusing more particularly on the pope’s body and its environment, pre-
scribing behavior during the pope’s agony, embalming, exposition of the 
corpse, and transport to the funerary chapel. Ameil terminates his ordo 
with a rubric concerning the conclave and a few historical notes on the 
deaths of popes Gregory XI and Urban VI, noting the exact placement 
of the candles that adorned the latter pope’s coffin, a focus suggesting 
his attachment to the person of the deceased pope.

According to this ceremonial, the final hours of the pope were orches-
trated with minutiae. Ameil advises that the physicians attending the 
pope should forewarn his confessors of his impending death so that they 
might help him prepare spiritually. The camerlengo was to summon the 
cardinals to the pope’s bedside some two or three days before the end to 
witness the pope’s drafting of his last will and testament, choose his bur-
ial site, and enjoin the cardinals with several recommendations including 
repaying the Church’s debt. The pope was to bless the cardinals before 
they withdrew.

Once left with his small group of familiars, the pope received the Final 
Anointing, and the camerlengo and chamberlains secured all his goods. 
Pillaging papal goods was a well-established tradition by the fourteenth 
century and protocol attempted to remedy it with protection.31 The 
camerlengo ordered the closing and securing of all the gates of the papal 
palace, allowing only a single one to remain open for communication. 
Meanwhile, the pope confessed, received the Eucharist, and petitioned 
an indulgence in mortis articulo. Having described this, Ameil then 
moved to a detailed account of the body’s preparation for burial.

Discussing the embalming of popes, Agostino Paravicini Bagliani finds 
the first reference to this custom in the life of Pope Pascal II, who died 
in 1118 after a lengthy reign; in this case, cavities were not filled, but he 
was simply ‘covered with Balsam’.32 Paravicini Bagliani considers the case 
isolated and independent from the later development of the public expo-
sition ritual. Two centuries of silence follow Pascal’s case and the next 
detailed descriptions come from Ameil’s ordo dating from the 1380s. 
There is evidence of a somewhat formal cleansing ordo (if not specifically 
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embalming) before the fourteenth century in a book that describes the 
customs of the later thirteenth century (1261–1294), while discussing 
the role of the almoner in the papal obsequies. Almoners prepared the 
pope’s corpse, dressed him according to custom after receiving papal 
regalia from the penitentiary, and then passed the body on to the peni-
tentiaries.33 As a somewhat dubious reward for these intimate services, 
the main almoner was to receive the bed in which the pope had died. 
Note that embalming was not really considered, and the corpse was sim-
ply ‘prepared’; we can assume by rubbing it with oil and maybe balsam.

It can be assumed that since Boniface VIII’s bull Detestande ferita-
tis (also known as de Sepulturis), issued on 27 September 1299, pre-
vented the cutting or portioning of the body to preserve it, embalming 
was supposed to maintain the integrity of the body for funerals. The bull 
responded to a practice that had developed throughout the thirteenth 
century with high-ranking ecclesiastical and royal officials and then 
spread to the middling class. Individuals required in their testaments that 
if they died abroad, or away from home, their flesh and bones be sepa-
rated in order to have easily transportable remains buried in the location 
of their choice. Multiple burials allowed for a multiplicity of intercession 
and suffrages. Prayers would be uttered for a same person in different 
location, multiplying as such their efficiency.34 Boniface states:

when one of theirs, either noble or high dignitary, dies away from his 
home (which is most often the case), when he had chosen to be buried in 
his land, or far away from where he died, Christians who follow this per-
verse custom moved by sacrilegious care, savagely drain him of his entrails, 
and horribly dismembering him or cutting him to pieces, throw him in 
water to boil him over the fire. When finally the flesh separates from bones 
they bring back the bones to the chosen place of inhumation.35

Boniface denounced all those who required to be disemboweled, boiled, 
and partitioned to be interred somewhere else than where they died. For 
the ones wishing reburial, Boniface favored a two-steps approach of, first, 
a local burial, followed by a later exhumation and transportation to the 
final resting place once the body had decomposed. For these later cases, 
we can assume that bodies were simply embalmed for the length of the 
viewing.

In his regimen custodiae corporum mortuorum the famous medi-
eval surgeon Guy de Chauliac (1300–1368) explains two types of 
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embalming: a ‘clean’ practice for the cold season, which he considered 
a better fit for bodies that were skinny and dry, and a more invasive one, 
better fitting for fat bodies.36 In both cases, the body was laid face-down 
to prevent swelling. If this measure failed, he recommended that the 
abdomen be punctured on several locations to release ‘water and wind’. 
De Chauliac adds that this advice came to him from an apothecary of the 
pope, Jacopo Migliorini, who claimed to have embalmed several popes.37

De Chauliac’s narrative of a traditional embalming relied heavily on 
Rhazes (854–925), the renowned Persian physician and philosopher.38 
De Chauliac lists all the spices to be employed in the creation of the 
embalming formulae (aloe, myrrh, acacia, etc.), and for lengthy expo-
sures (as in the case of a pope) he recommends frequent washing of the 
body with salted rose water, or the rubbing of the body with a secret 
balm that he suspects exists because he has heard of it, but whose recipe 
he cannot find! It is of note that Rhazes’ embalming consisted of a tight 
wrapping of the body with adhesive bandages, and it is somewhat dif-
ficult to comprehend how a body could be simultaneously washed fre-
quently for long conservation without removing all of these bandages. 
In any case, a prolonged exposition and lasting embalming required an 
extensive, time-consuming manipulation of the body. Loosely translated, 
the text recommends the following:

Regarding the preservation of the body of the dead.

There are two ways to preserve the body of the dead for some time, and 
for preventing putrefaction. The first one comes from Rhazes, by means 
of pushing into the intestines through the anus decoctions of enemas (clis-
teribus) made with bitter apple, and red borax. To conveniently execute 
the procedure one needs to put the dead’s head down then straighten it 
(capite existent declivi and postea erecto corpore), so that the body stands on 
its feet; one then compresses the stomach to expel all large feces (stercus). 
This done, one must inject the body with a second concoction (clisteri) 
made with aloe, myrrh, acacia, ramic (which is nutmeg, gallia muscata), 
alipte, the skin of pomegranates, cypress nuts, nutmeg, sandalwood, aloe 
wood, salt, cumin and alum dissolved in vinegar, and rose water, and clog 
the anus. This injection must be maintained in place with cotton and tow 
soaked in the same decoction, under a good bandage (binda) in order 
to contain and totally clog the plug. One will put quicksilver (mercury, 
argentum vivum) in the nostrils, ears and mouth to prevent the brain to 
liquefy. Rhazes then advises to soak the body for some time in that same 
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preparation (medicamine) and then that the body be covered with alkitran, 
which is black pitch. Finally, he wants us to plug all holes and pores of 
the body by means of bandages that envelope and bind all parts. This is 
usually done like this: prepare large quantities of tape (sparadrapi), which 
is made with black pitch, resin, pine resin, incense, mastic, storax, arabic 
gum, and tragacanth, and the previous powder. One must have enough 
tape to envelop each separate leg to the buttocks, and each arm to the 
shoulder, and the rest of the body up to the head; and it must be sawn 
well formed with the tape snug against the skin, and seal the seams with 
melted pitch, arms must be placed along the sides, and legs and feet joined 
close to each other. Once done you must sprinkle the whole surface of 
the bandage with the powder described previously, and fill empty spaces 
with twisted tow soaked in the preparation of the second injection. And 
one wraps once again the whole body of the same tape ensuring that the 
seams of this second envelope are opposite those of the first, and one seals 
the seam with the same molten pitch that was used previously; then one 
powders for a second time with the same preparation the entire surface of 
this envelope, which must be covered for a third time with oilcloth and 
whose seams must be sealed with pitch. Once done one must bind the 
body tightly and with great strength like we do with bales of merchan-
dise and once the body is wrapped in clean linen, it is placed in a sealed 
leaden coffin whose openings and edges have been sealed with a hot iron. 
On can put odoriferous herbs in the coffin such as roses, marjoram, mint, 
balsamithe, wormwood, and others, or we can put the body in a wooden 
box of cypress or walnut wood that will be sealed properly, and tied with 
iron bands, to which six rings will be attached to enable powering up and 
carrying conveniently. Some wrapped them in cow or horse leather.

For the second form of embalming, one must cut open the belly and pull 
out all of the entrails. Then one stuffs the cavity with the powder described 
above and with a great quantity of salt and cumin. After which the body 
is sewn back and wrapped like described above. If you want to preserve 
the entrails, you must clean them and powder them. Then put them in a 
leaden box, then in another box.39

Chauliac’s embalming aimed at preventing the corpse’s decomposition 
for at least eight days. Piero Argellata, a famed surgeon at the University 
of Bologna, confirmed this estimation when he prided himself on hav-
ing prepared Alexander V’s body so expertly that he lasted eight days. 
This was certainly an accomplishment, since Alexander V, who had died 
in Bologna in 1410, was left with his face, hands, and feet exposed and 
visible.40
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Papal embalment did not follow Chauliac to the letter, but Ameil’s 
rendering approximates his methods pretty accurately. The prepara-
tion and dressing of the corpse took place in the secret/private cham-
ber of the pope.41 As the penitentiaries recited the Office of the Dead, 
the seven penitential psalms, and other prayers contained in their books, 
brothers of the Bull (seal) Office or of the papal almshouse washed the 
pope’s body with warm scented water, and a barber shaved his head and 
beard.42 The brothers and an apothecary filled his anus, mouth, ears, and 
nose with cotton, oakum or myrrh, incense, or aloe if available, then they 
once again rubbed the body with a good white wine heated with smell-
ing herbs, and with a good Garnache wine provided by a chamberlain or 
butler. The next step included stuffing the throat with herbs, spices, and 
cotton, his nostrils with muscade, rubbing the body vigorously, including 
the hands, and anointing it for one last time with a good balsam pro-
vided by the camerlengo.43

Once prepared, penitentiaries dressed the body with trousers (bracas), 
shirt (camisiam), hose (caligas), and a tunic (tunicam). They arranged 
the corpse ‘as if sitting’ (quasi sedendo) and covered the pope in his 
red papal garments (sacris vestibus rubei coloris) that included first his 
white sandals (sandaliis albis), belt and cincture (cinctorio et subcincto-
rio), fanon (fano), stole (stola), short tunic (tinucella), maniple (manip-
ulo), dalmatic (dalmatica), gloves (cirothecis), chasuble (planeta), and 
a pallium borrowed from the body of St. Peter (pallio de corpore Petri 
sumpto)44; they folded the fanon (the short cape reserved solely to the 
pope that rested over his chasuble) on his head and around his shoulders 
as if he were going to officiate and placed on his head his white biretta 
and mitre without pearls or gold—‘et plicent fanum super caput, et circa 
scapulas circumdent, ac si deberet celebrare, et ponant in capite eius bire-
tam albam cum mitra alba sine perlus et sine auro’.45 Ameil stresses that 
the cross found on the pallium was held by three pins, as customary, and 
the pope was laid on a bier over a mattress covered with red silk and gold 
cloth, his head and feet resting on pillows covered with silk and gold.46 
Ameil’s next rubric details how penitentiaries transported the body from 
the papal chamber to the chapel, preceded by sub-deacons and cantors 
who sang the ‘Subvenite sancti Dei’ and how the body was eventually 
buried, sometimes only temporarily until a subsequent reburial at the 
pope’s final resting place of choice.

Up to now I have emphasized texts that were written close to two 
generations after the arrival of the plague in 1348. Still, one can assume 
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that these written customs reflect and enshrine behavior that had been 
evolving for decades. It is my assumption that the preparation of the 
papal body did not change much between the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries. The preparation of the body was tied to the period of waiting 
that separated the burial of the deceased from the intiation of the con-
clave that would name his successor. The entire span of times covered 
some nine days (the novena). Thus the body had to be preserved, at the 
longest, for this span of time. But in reality most popes were buried a 
couple of days after their death, thus the methods of preservation did 
not need to be extraordinary. Still, it is worthwhile asking if the arrival of 
the plague in the mid-fourteenth century changed protocol and forced 
the ecclesiastical institution to adapt. Could we surmise a practical signif-
icance to embalming, to prevent for example foul odors and disease from 
escaping the decaying papal body and offending the noses of mourners? 
Evidence is scant, but it is still interesting to note that the most accute 
discussion of medieval embalming is found in Guy de Chauliac, the sur-
geon of the plague.

In addition, another question must be asked: if embalming preserved 
the corpse for public presentation and vigil, did the arrival of the plague 
freeze and stop this practice (we know it existed before its arrival) or 
accelerate its spread? In sum, was the stuffing of all body cavities recom-
mended by individuals like de Chauliac (who were aware of the conta-
gion), and embalming used as a means to prevent and contain the spread 
of the disease? Did embalming follow the ‘miasma’ theory of the time by 
preventing bad air from contaminating the attendants at the funerals? Or 
was embalming simply part of the transition of the double persona of the 
pope, mortal in his human body, but preserved for a few days so people 
could see that a pope like all humans died but remained immortal in his 
representation of the institutional body?

While we know that embalming was not frequently detailed in ordines 
until the 1380s, it seems that, again according to Chauliac, it was prac-
ticed in the middle of the fourteenth century, thus prior to the arrival 
of the plague. A way of testing the relationship between plague and 
embalming is to look at what happened to the body of the pope of the 
Black Death, Clement VI. According to the pope’s biographers as edited 
by Etienne Baluze, when Clement died on 6 December 1352 the funeral 
took place at Notre-Dame des Doms, and he remained there until he 
was brought to Chaise Dieu abbey, his final resting place. Intriguingly, 
a review of the six papal biographies shows no mention of the exposition 
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of the body.47 Now, it should be noted that Clement’s death could be 
labeled somewhat suspicious, especially during plague years. Clement’s 
fifth biographer tells us that ‘Clement, having held the papacy for ten 
years, was struck with an abscess on his back, he had gone for lunch with 
his family, and once left alone with his chamberlain, the abscess broke 
and submerged [drowned] his heart, he died suddenly.’48 His second 
and third biographers mention that his burial took place the day after 
his death, on 7 December.49 Clement had a ‘growth’ on his back and 
a severe illness that had lingered for more than a year after he made his 
deathbed confession in December 1351, a year before he actually died.50 
According to records, we know that the Apostolic Chamber spent a sub-
stantial 2490 florins for his funeral, including all the mourning cloths, 
embroideries (close to 400 florins just for these), alms, and masses. The 
scribe noted that on 7 December Peter of Frigidavilla, the administra-
tor of the almshouse, received 400 pounds to give to the poor on the 
day Clement’s body was carried to the church for his burial. In addi-
tion, on 7 December, Johannes de Seduno, the pope’s almoner, received 
40 pounds to throw to the crowd of poor (a tradition) while the cas-
ket traveled to its burial at Notre Dame des Doms. Similarly, the master 
of the wax received reimbursement for his expenses during the funeral, 
dated 6–8 December. Note that all the evidence comes together to indi-
cate that 7 December was Clement’s burial date, that is, a single day 
after his death. Clement’s body was not exposed and laid in state, and 
thus liturgical protocol was breached. A scribe also cared to note that a 
smith had been paid to seal Clement’s coffin shut—‘pro ferrando cassam 
sive archam, in qua repositus est d. Clemens papa VI, 20 fl’—while he laid 
in the Chapelle Neuve of the papal palace before his burial in Avignon 
cathedral.51 All elements show that Clement’s body was not exposed, and 
buried rather rapidly, may I add, without respecting the novena’s ritual.

While I have argued in Raiding Saint Peter that protecting the corpse 
and its expensive trappings may have been a means of protecting the 
pope’s body from the traditional pillaging that took place at the death of 
a pope, I am now wondering if the epidemic did not rewrite Clement’s 
funerary script.52 If we look at a final piece of evidence, the chronicle 
of Albert of Strasbourg, we note that the chronicler states that after 
Clement’s death his body was covered with lime to destroy the flesh in 
order to be exhumed and reburied at Chaise Dieu: ‘positus in calce pro 
destructio carnis, in monasterio Casa Dei, in quo olim abbas fuerat, iussit 
se sepeleri’.53 Incidentally, this would match Boniface VIII’s 1299 request 
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in his bull Detestande feritatis to hasten bodily decomposition before 
transportation in order to prevent post-mortem dismemberment. Still, 
one wonders if the passage of the plague did not also rescript Clement’s 
hasty burial, speeding up decomposition and as such minimizing the risk 
an exposed body represented.

A means to test this supposition is to turn to Clement’s successor. The 
humble Innocent VI (1352–1362) received the funeral expected of his 
rank, while Clement VI, ironically a man who thrived on pomp and who 
thought of himself as ‘the pope who knew how to be pope’, was buried 
somewhat like a commoner. Some ten years after Clement’s hasty ritual, 
on 12 September 1362 records show that a certain Johannes Garrigie 
kept vigil with Innocent’s body for two nights and recited masses.54 The 
funeral lasted nine days—the usual novena. The body was exposed for 
two days in the Grande Chapelle of the palace, guarded with honors dur-
ing vigils. Masses were sung throughout the days. The casket was then 
carried to the Cathedral of Notre-Dame des Doms on the first day of the 
novena, which ended with his inhumation on 22 September 1362 at the 
Charterhouse of Villeneuve-lès-Avignon. Expenses covered the various 
cloths necessary for the staff ’s mourning garb, funerary expenses, and 
the alms distributed to the various orders of the city, almshouses, hos-
pitals, and the poor on the day the cortège transported the body from 
Notre-Dame to Villeneuve.

While the pope’s funeral script had been re-established for Innocent, 
it is of note that it was again re-evaluated for the re-burial of Clement 
VI. In February 1353 Clement’s body was exhumed in Avignon, we 
have to assume now decomposed, and transported to La Chaise-Dieu 
in accordance with his last wishes. His successor Innocent VI offered 
the sum of 5000 florins for the journey. The cortège that accompa-
nied Clement to La Chaise-Dieu left on 28 February 1353. The pro-
cession included Hugues Roger, the late pope’s brother, Cardinal 
of S. Lorenzo in Damaso; Guillaume de la Jugie, Cardinal Deacon of 
S. Maria in Cosmedin; Nicolas Besse, Cardinal of S. Maria in Via Lata; 
Clement’s nephew Pierre Roger de Beaufort, the future pope Gregory 
XI, Cardinal Deacon of S. Maria Nova; Clement’s cousin Guillaume 
d’Aigrefeuille, Cardinal of S. Maria in Trastevere; and Count Guillaume 
Roger de Beaufort, Clement VI’s older brother. Still, the cortège was 
not as numerous as the forty-four figures that surrounded the pope’s 
tomb at La Chaise-Dieu, representing the kin and friends that Clement 
had supported during his reign. His large and impressive tomb is still 
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visible there today.55 For our purpose here it is important to note that 
Clement VI’s 3500 florins and 120 gold écu tomb was planned during 
his lifetime, adorned with a white marble effigy designed by the tomb’s 
architect and sculptor, Pierre Boye, and that surely to help in its design 
a wax portrait (ex-voto) ‘formatam ad similitudinem pape’ had been sent 
to Chaise-Dieu in 1351.56 Hence, in the case of Clement, if his physical 
state had prevented an ostentatious display of the papal corpse during 
his actual funeral, his reburial allowed making up for lost ritual. People 
never saw his face unveiled during the monstrance, but the procession 
that accompanied his reburial to Chaise-Dieu resembled the typical papal 
funerary procession, with, for this occasion, a papal effigy awaiting at his 
arrival.

What this somewhat convoluted analysis may demonstrate is that in 
some cases concerns could rewrite traditional liturgical scripts. After 
the height of the plague even the pope’s household was conscious of 
the danger caused by an infected body (even if Clement did not die of 
the plague) and remained suspicious enough to rewrite the script of 
the pope’s funeral, going as far as covering his body in lime to hasten 
his decomposition. Late medieval scientists looked beyond the ‘god’s 
wrath’ approach to the disease, even accepting the latter premise did 
not preclude studying its physical manifestation. Among various theo-
ries ranging from a certain alignment of planets to volcanic eruption, the 
dominant causation of the disease and its spread was found in miasma or 
the corrupted air theory. As Rosemarie Horrox explains

Scientists were agreed that the physical cause of plague was the corrup-
tion of the air—or, rather, since air was an element and could not change 
its substance—the mixing of air with corrupt or poisonous vapours, which 
when inhaled would have a detrimental effect on the human body. Where 
they differed was in the explanations they gave for the corruption. Some 
causes were obvious. Everyone agreed that the air could be poisoned by 
rotting matter, including dead bodies, or by excrement or stagnant water.57

She offers ample evidence supporting this medieval understanding of 
infection or contagion.58 Medieval public health and sanitation actually 
functioned on this basis and was essentially not as ‘backward’ as gen-
erally assumed; anything that putrefied and rotted was usually ordered 
removed from public sight and smell to prevent contagion while aromat-
ics offered a preventive. Anything aromatic from the burning of incense 
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to spices offered palliatives. A warm or hot body favored aerial pen-
etration, thus behavior also needed to be accommodated and exertion 
avoided. The corrupt air theory was so pervasive that, as Luke Demaitre 
argues, ‘even though “contagion” is derived from the Latin word for 
touching, in the manuals … the term referred to infection by air rather 
than to direct physical contact’.59

As Carole Rawcliffe has recently demonstrated in her magisterial 
Urban Bodies, ‘the conviction that epidemics spread through the medium 
of polluted air remained unshaken until the reign of Queen Victoria’, and 
precipitated sanitary measures in most medieval cities.60 Although the 
words ‘infection’ and ‘contagion’ in their Latinized forms did not appear 
in documentation before the sixteenth century, Annemarie Kinzelbach 
shows that ‘Inhabitants of late medieval and early modern towns in 
southern Germany had notions of both “miasma” and “contagion.”’ She 
adds, ‘“Infection,” for example, signified something nonphysical passed 
on to others or received from them, something physical or non-physical 
in the air entering the human beings, something that was transported 
by contact with persons and things, and an organism like a worm in 
fishes.’61 These ideas were not limited to northern Europe. Focusing on 
universities’ masters of the late Middle Ages (mainly French and Italian), 
Jon Arrizabalaga already concluded in his seminal 1994 article that

The concept of contagion as a means of pestilence transmission from one 
person to another is present in most of these works, in clear disproof of the 
widely accepted historical assumption that this idea and its development 
in the late Middle Ages were achievements of the city laymen’s ‘healthy’ 
empiricism opposed to the aerist and miasmatic views held by university 
physicians. As said above, air spread and contagion can no longer be con-
sidered as contradictory views of the diffusion of pestilence, but rather as 
referring to two different and successive stages of its dissemination, the air 
being in addition the place where pestilence is first generated.62

A final evidence for the presence of ideas of contagion and infection 
in the late Middle Ages can be found in social reactions and behavior. 
Discussing Milanese responses, Ann Carmichael states ‘The Milanese 
practices during epidemics would lead eventually to the most brutal-
if in some sense logical-expression of an unqualified contagion theory: 
prosecution, persecution and execution of the untori or plague spreaders 
in the 1630 plague.’63 Thus it could be argued retroactively that most 
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medieval plague legislations that enforced quarantines and ejected per-
ceived ‘polluted’ bodies from their urban perimeters in fact understood 
the concepts of contagion and infection.64

But the question of Clement’s funeral remains. Was the papal court at 
Avignon cognizant of the latest medical theories? There is no doubt that 
it was. After all, Clement requested the presence of Guy de Chauliac, one 
of the most renown physicians of his time, at his court. Clement was an 
educated pope who read what was called ‘natural philosophy’, or natu-
ral sciences. He was not, for his era, a religious ‘obscurantist’. And he 
searched for solutions.65 His papal letters offer little mention of concrete 
medical notions to fight the ‘mortalitatis pestem’, if only one order to 
cease preaching the crusades in Cyprus because soldiers could not be 
available in sufficient numbers to defeat the Turks.66 The pope’s focus 
remained on spiritual and financial palliatives, offering plenary indul-
gences, and lightening or eliminating ecclesiastical taxes in areas that had 
been the most touched. Avignon and its administration also understood 
the concept of infection. Like many European cities, it enacted through-
out the period sanitary regulations that aimed at promoting urban 
hygiene and healthy living conditions.67

Thus, I would suggest that Clement’s funeral reflected his reign and 
court. For his entourage, even the pope remained a man, and his decom-
posing body’s emanations and secretions could transmit the disease. 
Re-burial may have been in his case a convenient excuse to quickly dis-
pose of his body during his funeral. The link between the dead body and 
the epidemic had been made, to the point of changing what should have 
been immutable: the papal funerary script. Only Clement’s reburial cor-
rected the breached protocol of his death and restored decorum. Once 
the shock of the first onslaught of the disease passed, traditions and pro-
tocol fell back into place. The death of a pope could be honored with a 
showing of his body, corrupted or not.
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