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The Power of Protocol

How did the papacy govern European religious life without a proper

bureaucracy and the normal resources of a state? From Late Antiquity,

papal responses were in demand. The ‘apostolic see’ took over from

Roman emperors the discourse and demeanour of a religious ruler of

the Latin world. Over the centuries, it acquired governmental authority

analogous to that of a secular state – except that it lacked powers of

physical enforcement, a solid ûnancial base (aside from short periods)

and a bureaucracy as deûned by Max Weber. Through the discipline of

applied Diplomatics, which investigates the structures and settings of

documents to solve substantive historical problems, The Power of

Protocol explores how such a demand for papal services was met. It is

about the genesis and structure of papal documents – a key to papal

history generally – from the Roman empire to after the Council of Trent

in the sixteenth century, and is the only book of its kind.

D. L. d’Avray is Professor Emeritus of History at University College

London and a Supernumerary Fellow of Jesus College, Oxford. He has

published widely on medieval preaching, death and kingship, marriage,

rationalities, and the papacy. He has published ten books, the last six with

Cambridge, including most recently Papal Jurisprudence, 385–1234:

Social Origins and Medieval Reception of Canon Law (2022). He has been

a Fellow of the British Academy since 2005 andCorresponding Fellow of

the Medieval Academy of America since 2016.
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(Berlin, 1851)

MGH = Monumenta Germaniae Historica
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available through ProQuest

TNA = The National Archives, Kew, London

* = see Transcriptions at the end of the volume, at the date

after the asterisk.
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Preface

This book comes from decades of teaching papal Diplomatics with

Palaeography to Master’s level at UCL to a series of keen and inspiring

students. An underlying assumption of that course has been that the

admittedly technical discipline of Diplomatics – the study of the struc-

tures and genesis of documents – is a key to historical research. That it is

especially crucial for understanding papal history is a central argument in

this book. I needed to write the book before attempting further studies to

explain why individuals and institutions came to the papacy for decisions

and privileges. The demand does indeed require explanation, but the

complementary problem, addressed here, is to explain how responses

were possible on such an enormous scale, given that the papacy lacked a

proper ‘taxation and salary’ system. More than any of my previous books,

this one has drawn on the generosity of living experts in the ûeld, as the

acknowledgements and footnotes make clear, I hope. The most recent

generation of scholars has transformed our understanding of the papacy

by the application to concrete historical problems of Diplomatics –

‘applied papal Diplomatics’ – the niche-orientated title I originally con-

sidered for the book. Most of these contributions are papers in journals

and collective volumes (the majority in German), so one of my tasks has

been to integrate them into a synthesis, since the existing standard

syntheses (in Latin, Italian, German and French) treat Diplomatics as

an ‘auxiliary science’ studied separately from substantive historical prob-

lems. That is of course a legitimate approach, but the present book is

about ‘applied’ rather than ‘pure’Diplomatics. I do follow the example of

these ‘pure Diplomatics’ treatises, however, in extending the ûeld back to

Late Antiquity and forward into the early modern period. Thus: the aim

has been to explain through the technique of applied Diplomatics how

the papacy coped with the governmental burden effectively thrust upon it

in the period from c. 400 to c. 1600.
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