
Free download 
The King's Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval 

Political Theology (Princeton Classics 
Book 22)

 Pdf
 Hana Mackenzie

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/yYJoZ/The-Kings-Two-Bodies-A-Study-in-Medieval-Political-Theology-Princeton-Classics-Book-22
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/yYJoZ/The-Kings-Two-Bodies-A-Study-in-Medieval-Political-Theology-Princeton-Classics-Book-22
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/yYJoZ/The-Kings-Two-Bodies-A-Study-in-Medieval-Political-Theology-Princeton-Classics-Book-22
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/yYJoZ/The-Kings-Two-Bodies-A-Study-in-Medieval-Political-Theology-Princeton-Classics-Book-22
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/yYJoZ/The-Kings-Two-Bodies-A-Study-in-Medieval-Political-Theology-Princeton-Classics-Book-22
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/yYJoZ/The-Kings-Two-Bodies-A-Study-in-Medieval-Political-Theology-Princeton-Classics-Book-22
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/yYJoZ/The-Kings-Two-Bodies-A-Study-in-Medieval-Political-Theology-Princeton-Classics-Book-22


Originally published in 1957, this classic work has guided generations of scholars through the
arcane mysteries of medieval political theology. Throughout history, the notion of two bodies has
permitted the postmortem continuity of monarch and monarchy, as epitomized by the statement,
“The king is dead. Long live the king.” In The King’s Two Bodies, Ernst Kantorowicz traces the
historical dilemma posed by the “King’s two bodies”—the body natural and the body politic—
back to the Middle Ages.The king’s natural body has physical attributes, suffers, and dies, as do
all humans; however the king’s spiritual body transcends the earth and serves as a symbol of his
office as majesty with the divine right to rule. Bringing together liturgical works, images, and
polemical material, Kantorowicz demonstrates how early modern Western monarchies gradually
began to develop a political theology. Featuring a new introduction and preface, The King’s Two
Bodies is a subtle history of how commonwealths developed symbolic means for establishing
their sovereignty and, with such means, began to establish early forms of the nation-state.

"Professor Kantorowicz has written a great book, perhaps the most important work in the history
of medieval political thought, surely the most spectacular, of the past several generations. Here,
in superbly designed chapters based upon the best scholarship in every field even remotely
concerned with the Middle Ages, is the development of the theory and symbolism of the early
national states from the eleventh to the sixteenth centuries."---P. N. Riesenberg, American
Political Science Review"Professor Ernst Kantorowicz has in this volume given us a monumental
work of superb scholarship and profound learning, magnificently produced by Princeton
University Press. Few, if any, contributions to the study of medieval thought comparable to this
depth and width have been made for many years."---B. Chrimes, The Law Quarterly Review --
This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorErnst H.
Kantorowicz taught at the University of California, Berkeley and was a member of the Institute for
Advanced Study, Princeton, New Jersey. His books include Frederick the Second and Selected
Studies. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.
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EDITIONREADER BEWARE!1 This book is not an easy read. Its theme is the idea that a ruler
has two bodies: a natural body that lives and dies, and a symbolic body that endures and is
assumed by the ruler’s successor. This much may be deduced from the title. Thereafter, you will
find both structure and argument to be anything but straightforward; the exposition jumps about
chronologically and geographically, and from one type of source to another, with scant regard for
the context of production. Every page comes freighted with footnotes even more dense and
impenetrable than the main text. One early reviewer likened reading the book to living on “a diet
of jam without bread”: she recommended dipping in occasionally.2 All of this is well known and



indeed freely admitted by the book’s admirers. But The King’s Two Bodies is still revered as a
classic: translated into several languages, reprinted, commemorated on every conceivable
anniversary.3 Why should this be? Or is what have here a text clad in the emperor’s new clothes?
There are three contexts in which we can treat the question of the book’s continuing appeal and
defend its value. The first is the magnetism of the author’s own story as a German-Jewish
émigré. The second, connected, context is the book’s relationship to the development of history
as a discipline, especially in the second half of the twentieth century. The third is intrinsic to the
book itself. The King’s Two Bodies asks, precisely, about the naked emperor and his new
clothes. How is it that rulers, humans like the rest of us, are able to hold sway? What kind of
fictions are in place to enable some to command the allegiance, even the worship, of others?
KANTOROWICZ’S TWO SELVESErnst Hartwig Kantorowicz’s story is recognizably that of the
generation of assimilated and upwardly mobile Jews in early twentieth-century Germany.4 To
outline in brief: he was born in 1895 in Posen (today Poznan), to a prosperous family; his father
ran a distillery. Aged nineteen, he enlisted to fight in the German army. After the war, his parents
saw to their son’s education in Berlin and in Heidelberg. Here Kantorowicz fell under the spell of
the poet Stefan George, who enjoyed cult status as a seer for a “Secret Germany”, a noble and
spiritual community reaching back into the remote past, held in check in the present by the
servile and tawdry Weimar Republic.5 Around George gathered a number of rapt young men,
competing for the approval and the (often physical) affections of “the Master.” In 1927,
Kantorowicz published his biography of the Emperor Frederick II (d. 1250), whom he cast in
mythic terms as a wondrous leader of Germany: the book, which had no footnotes, was a
manifesto for the elitist cultural politics of the George circle. Its reception divided opinion, but
Kantorowicz answered those who doubted his academic credentials by producing an
Ergänzungsband, a supplementary volume giving a full apparatus to his original text.6 His
patrons, meanwhile, succeeded in placing him as a chair in the History Department at Frankfurt
in 1932.The coming to power of the Nazis in the following year made Kantorowicz’s position
increasingly difficult, and eventually untenable. In the face of an organized student boycott of his
lectures, he resigned in 1934, and in 1938, he left Germany. After various twists and turns, he
took up a post in the History Department at Berkeley.7 In 1950, however, he was dismissed,
having defied the University of California over its enforcement of an anti-communist oath of
allegiance. He found a berth at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, where he acquired
his own circle of fiercely loyal disciples. His study of early medieval royal acclamation rituals,
Laudes Regiae, had come out in 1946; The King’s Two Bodies was published in 1957, to wide
acclaim.8 Kantorowicz died in 1963.What makes Kantorowicz’s story so alluring is the degree of
his participation in the German nationalist project. This constantly surprises us, perhaps more
than it should. “German Jews” imagined no contradiction between their identities. By the end of
the nineteenth century, socially ambitious Jews might name their children after German
emperors, and they showed little interest in traditional religious observance.9 They might even
be “anti-Semitic”: they certainly had no desire to be associated with the garlic-eating world of the



shtetl. Kantorowicz was not alone, as a Jew, in holding a “fundamentally positive attitude
towards a nationally geared Reich [which] goes far beyond current trends or events and has not
wavered even in the light of the most recent occurrences”: this in a letter he wrote in April 1933
to the newly-appointed Nazi Rector of the University of Frankfurt.10 As he thundered to his
students in November of that year, the “Secret Germany” of the George circle was a higher form
of patriotic calling than the vulgar Nazi idol of the Fatherland.11 This was a bold defiance of the
regime—but even after his resignation, Kantorowicz could not shake the tag of being “one of
Hitler’s favourite authors”, as an English diarist put it in 1936, with the disconcerting addition,
“Being completely cynical, he rather enjoys this dubious prestige.”12Once settled in the United
States, Kantorowicz drew a veil over all this. He did not like to talk about his past, his pupils
noticed. The pansexual habits of central Europe gave way to the less demonstrative codes of
central New Jersey.13 Kantorowicz went to some lengths to prevent the republication of his
study of Frederick II, albeit unsuccessfully.14 The post-war edition and the English translation
did not, however, carry the swastika that appeared on the cover of the 1927 original.15 In The
King’s Two Bodies, Frederick II features prominently, but as an implausibly rationalized figure.16
Kantorowicz barely cites his own biography of the emperor, and even then obliquely.17 This is a
conscious programme of obfuscation. As Robert Lerner has shown, The King’s Two Bodies was
almost certainly conceived and in part written in the early to mid-1930s.18 The book’s preface,
however, puts forward a myth of origins in which the inspiration for the study came from a
conversation in Berkeley with Max Radin, another émigré, dated, aptly and safely, to
1945.Kantorowicz’s attempt to “blank” his German past has had unfortunate consequences.19
There have emerged “two Kantorowiczes”: the “bad” German one, precariously close to the
Nazis, and the “good” American, who made a home for himself in Princeton in the company of
other refugees, such as Theodor Mommsen and Erwin Panofsky.20 The former is the author of
Kaiser Friedrich der Zweite, a work of youthful excess, the latter writes the scholarly monument
that is The King’s Two Bodies.The upshot of this splitting is, of course, the return of the
repressed, and not only in the sphere of the political. A 1990 biography by Alain Boureau was
met with the accusation that he had not discussed Kantorowicz’s sexual orientation.21 Then in
1991, with tabloid aplomb, Norman Cantor dubbed Kantorowicz “the Nazi twin”, pairing him with
Percy Ernst Schramm.22 Cantor’s account (here and elsewhere) was a tissue of falsehoods and
half-truths, but for better or for worse, Kantorowicz’s disciples took the bait and defended him
strenuously.The 1990s furore has now subsided. In passing from a first- to a second-generation
community of memory, we see more clearly, perhaps, how the “two Kantorowiczes” can be
reintegrated.23 Kantorowicz was a child of modernity and its discontents. In joining the George
circle he engaged with the problem of what George’s contemporary and rival Max Weber called
the “disenchantment” of the world. This was a discussion to which assimilated Jews like
Kantorowicz (also, for example, Aby Warburg, Ernst Cassirer, and Walter Benjamin) were
peculiarly well-placed to contribute.24 Their nineteenth century had involved the abandonment
of “piety” and the adoption of a “secular” identity. Was this progress, or a grievous loss—was it



possible or desirable to re-enchant the world? In his Political Theology, published in 1922 and
much fêted in the following decade under the Nazis, Carl Schmitt, a figure at the periphery of the
George circle, insisted that it was.25 The King’s Two Bodies, sketched as early as 1935, is in
tense dialogue with Schmitt, as its subtitle, A Study in Medieval Political Theology, effectively
announces.26 The book is also, and by the same token, a shadow play about political culture in
the modern age.OUR BODIES OURSELVESThe King’s Two Bodies today holds up a mirror to
the modern historical profession. Its author’s participation in reactionary critique of the Weimar
Republic, and his subsequent attempt to mask the deep continuities across his work, plays back
to us our own story: the profession’s complicated relationship with the nation-state, and our
failure to escape it.This is not the place for a full-blown account, but a brief review of familiar
ground is in order. Across nineteenth-century Europe, historians put themselves at the service of
political masters in return for professional recognition. They persuaded nation builders that what
they had to offer was as valuable in the training of citizens as were the traditional disciplines of
classics and theology—and that therefore governments should sponsor the establishment of
research institutes and university professorships in history.Medievalists were pivotal in this
transaction. They curated “the myth of nations”, telling the story of how, in the fifth century, the
Roman Empire ceded power to incoming barbarian peoples.27 This was the end of the ancient
world, and the beginning of a new “modern” era. Rough and uncultured as these barbarians
were, they nonetheless forged political structures based on recognizably modern principles of
organized consultation, as opposed to the power wielded by the dynastic autocrats of the
ancient world. The task of historians as researchers and teachers was to piece together the
evidence for the process of national becoming.This all proved overwhelmingly successful:
history as a professional discipline was launched on a global scale. The strength of the model is
perhaps best seen in the way it carried beyond Europe. In the US, the fable about the end of the
Roman Empire had, of course, no geopolitical traction, given the absence of invading Germanic
peoples on the American continent. American medievalists accordingly “rerouted” the myth of
origins: they argued that the special creation of the Middle Ages was less the nation, than the
university. Here was a route back to the intellectual culture of the Old World. The institutional
forms for the study of the humanities in US universities were borrowed from Germany: when the
émigrés arrived in the 1930s, they were populating an infrastructural landscape already familiar
to them.In the aftermath of World War Two, history as a discipline, like Germany as a country,
faced a challenge of “reconstruction” (Wiederaufbau) on a new basis: how to ensure that the
resources of the past were never again put to such ideological abuse by a state. In 1962, in his
inaugural lecture as Professor of Medieval History at Oxford, Richard Southern called for
historians to study something other than the public doings of men.28 Across the 1960s and 70s,
a whole new range of topics came into the purview of historical study: above all, race, gender,
and sexuality. In the era before professionalization, in the pages of Edward Gibbon for example,
all these had featured—but they had been banished in the name of disciplinary rigor. Now they
were back, carrying the future of the discipline.Among these topics was “the body.”29 Prompted



by the work of social anthropologists (in particular Mary Douglas), historians rolled back the
nineteenth-century frontiers yet further, revealing the possibility of constructing intimately
personal histories featuring food, clothes, sex, death.30 In the late 1980s, studies by Caroline
Bynum and Peter Brown triumphantly announced a new kind of (medieval) history written
around the bodies of Christian ascetics previously deemed beyond the reach of critical study.31
There followed in 1989 the three-volume Fragments for a History of the Human Body published
by Zone Press in New York.32 Beautifully designed and produced, the Zone list graced the
Manhattan coffee table and the shelves of design-conscious intellectuals. Body history had
arrived.Not coincidentally, this was the point at which The King’s Two Bodies came into style.
The revival began, perhaps, in 1975, when Kantorowicz featured in the first chapter of Michel
Foucault’s Surveiller et punir. The King’s Two Bodies had studied the bodies of those at the top
of the social pyramid: he, Foucault, would bestow the same attention to social outcasts.33 An
analogous canonization came in 1989, as Natalie Zemon Davies entitled her presidential
address to the American Historical Association, “History’s Two Bodies.”34 There followed
something of an outpouring, to some of which we have already referred: Boureau’s biography,
Cantor’s scabrous intervention, and in 1993–94, the Two Conference commemoration held at
Frankfurt and Princeton.35 In 1997, forty years after the original was published, Princeton
University Press reissued The King’s Two Bodies, with a preface by William Chester Jordan
surveying the book’s early reception.36The King’s Two Bodies revealed both the potential and
the limits of the new history of the body. On the one hand, it was thrilling that a scholar trained in
the proverbially rigorous and conservative German tradition could be found in apparent flight
from the traditional history of politics as early as 1957. Instead of offering a portrait of monarchs
in the guise of nineteenth-century constitutionalists, or as machinating warlords, Kantorowicz
rendered the deep strangeness of medieval political thought. He was unafraid to point out that
late-medieval lawyers, for all the technocratic ferocity of their language, could base their
reasoning on the continuity of the state in the symbol of the phoenix as it rose from the ashes.37
On the other hand, The King’s Two Bodies is some ways an airless book, with very little flesh or
blood. The body in the text is taken up into discourse, and abstract discourse at that. For all the
breadth of its erudition, it remains within the narrow confines of high political culture.A
generation away now from the brave new world of the late 1980s, how much has changed? Of
course as a theme, “the body” has promised more than it has delivered, and the history of the
state still retains an inordinate share of our attention. Does this mean that the body is “over”?
Another way to say this is that its charisma has been institutionalized. Political history is now far
more likely to encompass the politics of gender, sexuality, or health than it was in 1970. The
King’s Two Bodies remains an apt icon for our fraught engagement with the state, and our
continuing hope for redemption.THE MYSTERY OF INCORPORATIONThe King’s Two Bodies
poses questions about the operation of power, especially in a pre-modern context, that remain
worth asking, to say the least. How do regimes without a monopoly of violence preserve
themselves? What happens when the ruler dies: how can governments with weak bureaucratic



or communicative powers sustain order and continuity? Kantorowicz’s answer would be that the
fiction of the king’s symbolic body had an essential role to play. His methods and his conclusions
may be suspect, but his intuition is surely valid. We may mock “good king–bad king” history, but
in the relative absence of infrastructure, the person, and indeed the body of the ruler must
assume social and political weight.38The argument of The King’s Two Bodies is not presented in
exactly these terms. Kantorowicz’s starting point is a defense of “mystic fictions.” He resists the
scorn of William Maitland, the great English legal historian, who stands in here for the modern
secular reader. Staying in England, the exposition then turns to the articulation of the notion of a
ruler’s physical and symbolic body in the Elizabethan jurist Edward Plowden; and then the same
ideas are seen to animate the discussion of royalty in Shakespeare’s “King Richard II.”39 These
two forays into the sixteenth century set up “the Problem” and define the far horizon of the
inquiry: the book is launched as a genealogical inquiry into what makes the juridical fiction of a
ruler’s symbolic body possible.“Political theology” derives from theology proper. Kantorowicz’s
story must begin with a sacralized royal body, which then is progressively secularized. In search
of royal sacrality, he funnels back to a treatise composed at the turn of the twelfth century, and
from there further back to the late tenth century, to the Aachen Gospels and their depiction of
Otto III as an emperor touched by God. The ruler here stands in for Christ, the king of heaven
whose body came back from the grave. The remainder of the book then traces an arc—with
many digressions—away from the rites of sacral kingship towards a rational, legal culture
centered on the now secularized mystique of the king’s body. “Man-centred kingship”, as read
through Dante, is the final substantive chapter.40As a defense of the historical importance of
“mystic fictions” in politics, the book itself is acutely vulnerable to the charge of mystification.
Kantorowicz’s analytical language, and indeed his whole sense of “political theology” is derived
from the very tradition for which he seeks to account. As Philippe Buc in particular has argued,
The King’s Two Bodies takes its place in a long line of studies of medieval political culture that
descend directly from the discourse they purport to explain.41 Conversely, what is missing is
any critical attention to real political relationships. “Mystic fictions” may play a role, but in the
absence of governmental infrastructure, what keeps a regime together is the hard work of
bargaining among the ruling elite—and indeed right up and down the social scale. There seems
to be no place for this in The King’s Two Bodies, its critics assert.This may be too harsh. It is
worth returning, perhaps, to the book’s real origins, which have nothing to do with Maitland or
with England under the Tudors. The King’s Two Bodies began as a direct sequel to Kaiser
Friedrich der Zweite. Kantorowicz intended a study of “the German interregnum”, the period after
the death of Frederick in 1250, and before the access of the Habsburgs to the imperial throne in
1273. He had looked at the Holy Roman Empire under the rule of a hero: what happened when
the hero-ruler was gone? How did the world not fall apart? Kantorowicz was not a historian of
“hard-nosed” politics—but at the core of his thinking about The King’s Two Bodies, as he later
sought to occlude, was a meditation on a specific historical context, a moment of crisis in
German history.42 The death of George in December 1933 will only have sharpened his sense



of what it is like to lose a beloved leader. In short, “the Problem” in The King’s Two Bodies is not
the complex presence of power, but its absence.It was not only embarrassment that prompted
Kantorowicz to sweep the intensity of his preoccupation with Frederick II under the carpet and to
seem to move on. In the late 1930s, as he prepared to leave Germany, Kantorowicz awoke to
late antiquity.43 As he subsequently imparted to his Berkeley students:The so-called Middle
Ages—no matter what the term may have implied originally—is a period which really should link
the Greco-Roman Antiquity to Modern Times. However Academic Tradition in practically all
countries has unfortunately bound together “Mediaeval and Modern History” too closely.
Whereas there are plenty of professorships of Mediaeval and Modern History, there hardly exists
an academic chair for “Ancient and Mediaeval History.” This approach has become imperative
ever since this former No-man’s land of history, called Late Antiquity, has been
discovered.44This discovery, prompted by his reading of new work, and developing through
encounters with colleagues at Princeton such as the Hungarian émigré Andreas Alföldi,
changed Kantorowicz’s sense of the unfolding of Western tradition. He had been operating with
a standard view: Western civilization took shape in pagan antiquity, was Christianized in the
Middle Ages, then secularized in the Modern era. “Late antiquity” now complicated the
picture.45 At the close of The King’s Two Bodies, Kantorowicz is forced to
conclude:Notwithstanding, therefore, some similarities with disconnected pagan concepts, The
King’s Two Bodies is an offshoot of Christian theological thought and consequently stands as a
landmark of Christian political theology.46Not Athens, but Jerusalem, was the originary point for
the “mystic fiction” of the ruler’s body. The classic text is Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians in
which “the body of Christ” refers to the eucharistic commemoration of the crucifixion, to the
Corinthians themselves as a community, and then to the resurrected body we shall all receive at
the end of time.47 Kantorowicz sketches briefly how Pauline language of the body of Christ
supplied fundamental notions of the Church: in the third century as the body of the faithful, and
then in the fourth century as a legal corporation under Constantine, the first Christian
emperor.48Here, at the very end of the book, Kantorowicz touches on questions which continue
to define current research in the field. How the late Roman Church acquires corporate status
and how Roman law in the Christian Empire sponsors notions of juridical personhood: these
remain wide open areas of inquiry.49 In historiographical terms, there is a sizeable gap between
the nineteenth-century tradition of legal history on which Kantorowicz drew, and late twentieth-
century work in the history of the body, which, as we have seen, sought to avoid institutional
history.50 Seen as a study in legal anthropology, The King’s Two Bodies is a powerful
contribution, and leaves what we can only hope is an enduring legacy.51Late antiquity for
Kantorowicz was not only a breath of fresh intellectual air, it may also have been an arena in
which think through the question of the absent ruler. Seen from this perspective, late antiquity
was “the German interregnum” writ large. For in the Latin West from the end of the fifth century,
emperors had left the stage. They continued, of course, in Byzantium, but it was some three
centuries before a western emperor returned, in the form of Charlemagne; a further interregnum



followed in the tenth century, before the accession of the Ottonians. We fret over the
mystification of power enacted in The King’s Two Bodies, given “the horrifying experience of our
own time in which whole nations, the largest and the smallest, fell prey to the weirdest dogmas”,
as Kantorowicz put it. This fretting risks being something of a luxury. As he continued: our own
concerns should not prevent us from “presenting political creeds such as they were understood
in their initial stage.” This is our best hope of understanding “the Myth of the State.”52Conrad
Leyser1 Readers of this preface should be warned that what follows is not a comprehensive
discussion of the literature on Kantorowicz or The King’s Two Bodies. I have sought to give a
series of starting points to the non-specialist. My own inexpertise has been kindly tempered in
different ways by Philippe Buc, Robert Lerner, Sara McDougall, Sebastian Schmidt-Hofner,
Elizabeth Sears, Philipp von Rummel, and John Watts—none of whom are responsible for what
follows. That Berlin has been the apt setting for the completion of this preface is thanks to the
Alexander von Humboldt Stiftung, and to my host at the Freie Universität, Almut-Barbara
Renger.2 B. Smalley, “Review Article: The King’s Two Bodies,” Past and Present 20 (1961), 30–
35, at 32 and 34.3 See in particular R. L. Benson & J. Fried eds., Ernst Kantorowicz: Erträge der
Doppeltagung, Institute for Advanced Study Princeton, Johann Wolfgang Goethe-Universität,
Frankfurt (Stuttgart, 1997), which celebrated a number of anniversaries, and a Special Issue of
Representations 106 (2009), containing papers delivered in 2007, the 50th anniversary of the
publication of The King’s Two Bodies; see here in particular B. Jussen, “The King’s Two Bodies
Today,” 102–17.4 S. Lässig, Jüdische Wege ins Bürgertum. Kulturelles Kapital und sozialer
Aufstieg im 19. Jahrhundert (Göttingen, 2004). For a brief sketch, see R. E. Lerner, “Ernst H.
Kantorowicz,” in H. Damico & J. B. Zavadil eds., Medieval Scholarship Biographical Studies on
the Formation of a Discipline: History, 2 vols. (New York, 1995–2000), I, 263–76; the same
author’s full-length treatment is forthcoming. See also J. Gudian, Ernst Kantorowicz: der “ganze
Mensch” und die Geschichtsschreibung (Frankfurt, 2014).5 On George and Kantorowicz, from a
large literature, see E. Grünewald, Ernst Kantorowicz und Stefan George; Beiträge zur
Biographie des Historikers bis zum Jahre 1938 und zu seinem Jugendwerk “Kaiser Friedrich der
Zweite” (Wiesbaden, 1982), and U. Raulff, Kreis ohne Meister: Stefan Georges Nachleben
(Munich, 2009). For an introduction, see D. Abulafia, “Kantorowicz and Frederick II,” History 62
(1977), 193–210.6 E. H. Kantorowicz, Kaiser Friedrich der Zweite (Berlin, 1927);
Ergänzungsband (Berlin, 1931).7 On Kantorowicz’s time in Oxford during this period, see C. M.
Bowra, Memories, 1898–1939 (London, 1966).8 E. H. Kantorowicz, Laudes Regiae: A Study in
Liturgical Acclamations and Mediaeval Ruler Worship (Berkeley & Los Angeles, 1946); E. H.
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(1997)THE REACTION to The King’s Two Bodies, published forty years ago and now reissued in
this anniversary edition, was immediate and enthusiastic. Two reviews—one by Peter
Riesenberg, the other by William Dunham, Jr.—began with the same simple declaration that



Professor Kantorowicz “has written a great book.”1 Dunham went on to compare Kantorowicz’s
method (arguing back from the known, in this case the Tudor doctrine of the king’s two bodies, to
its unknown medieval precedents) with that used in Frederic William Maitland’s Domesday Book
and Beyond: Three Essays in the Early History of England.2 One of the half dozen or so most
splendid pieces of historical writing and conceptualization ever published, Maitland’s book was
an apt comparison; and Dunham intended his readers to appreciate Kantorowicz’s similarly bold
undertaking.3 Riesenberg thought The King’s Two Bodies “perhaps the most important work in
the history of medieval political thought, surely the most spectacular, of the past several
generations.”4Such praise proved to be nearly universal: “ce livre magistral”; the “most important
contribution to the history of medieval kingship since Fritz Kern’s Gottesgnadentum und
Widerstandsrecht, published almost a century ago”; “this great study.”5 Among German
reviewers the favorite word was Bewunderung; Kantorowicz had written a “marvel.”6 In England
reactions were similar. “And what a book he has written!” gushed E. F. Jacob on page two of the
Manchester Guardian of 19 August 1958. In the Spectator a more subdued, but no less
approving Geoffrey Barraclough ruminated on the wonderful appropriateness of the subtitle of
the book, A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology, which, for him, captured the sincerely
reverential and ultimately metaphysical aspects (the theology) of what other scholars, even other
reviewers, misleadingly and over-rationalistically called “medieval political thought.”7To be sure,
there were a few caveats. Not every reviewer delighted in Kantorowicz’s phrase “political
theology,”8 which some associated with the German and Nazi-leaning jurist Carl Schmitt’s
description and endorsement of authoritarian government.9 Certain historians of England,
focusing on quotidian matters, wanted to know more about the ways in which the doctrine of the
king’s two bodies directly affected court cases that came before Tudor judges. What did it matter
in everyday life that jurists conceived of the prince with both a body natural and corruptible, on
the one hand, and a body politic and immortal, on the other? There was, for these critics, even
when they otherwise lavishly praised the book, a touch too much indulgence in recovering high
intellectual discourses in the pages of Kantorowicz’s book.10A chorus of commentators also
thought that there was more than a touch of what might be called too-much-ness (“nimiety,” to
use one reviewer’s word) in the book as a whole.11 Read closely The King’s Two Bodies was a
dozen or more studies, all scintillating and at least loosely connected, but which overall lacked
cogency. Reading the book was like trying to decipher a “kaleidoscope,” moaned one otherwise
laudatory reviewer.12 A “rich and muddled book” by whose end, complained Beryl Smalley, “I
felt as queasy as one would after a diet of jam without bread.”13 Or, in Richard Southern’s quite
evocative words, to “travel through the Middle Ages with Professor Kantorowicz in search of the
king’s two bodies is like walking in a strange country by night along unknown ways: the
illumination is fitful, though sometimes spectacular, the shape of the country is only dimly
discernible.” But, he went on to add, “the experience is one which remains more vividly
impressed on the memory than many a daylight journey on the beaten track.”14Not enough of
practical politics (although not everyone subscribed to this criticism15); too much crammed in



between the covers, but a bit thin on the papacy said one expert on the medieval church;16
otherwise there were almost unmitigated praise of and awe at the enormous erudition as the
author ranged across the whole of the Middle Ages and late Antiquity on his trek back from the
Tudor jurists.17 How had Kantorowicz come to write a book of such authority and sweep?The
story of Ernst Hartwig Kantorowicz’s life has of late been written and rewritten by intelligent
admirers and at least one crank.18 At times it is a troubling story. A strong conservative in the
old European sense of the term, Kantorowicz was also a non-practicing Jew, probably an
atheist, who developed a fascination for the reputed organic unities of medieval religion and
society.19 A member of the Stefan George circle and a pallbearer at the master’s funeral in
1933, he was in many ways an aesthete with some common, but, in hindsight, unhappy ethnic
prejudices.20 Born in 1895 to a prosperous bourgeois family in Posen (Poznań), he served in
the German army and was wounded in the First World War. After the war he eagerly took part in
the suppression of communists in Germany and was wounded again.Although he toyed with the
idea of doing work in the economic history of the eastern Mediterranean, he later decided to
concentrate on medieval history. His first important work was a biography of Emperor Frederick
II. Published in 1927 without notes and with a heavy dose of almost Romantic mythmaking, it
was a best seller and later a Nazi favorite, but it provoked a torrent of sometimes frenzied
criticism from the scholarly old guard. Kantorowicz responded in several ways, not least by
publishing a supplementary volume that securely established his claim to know the sources
intimately even if it did not answer all the criticisms raised by his opponents.21Kantorowicz
seemed about to embark on a more traditional university career after accepting an appointment
at Frankfurt in 1930, but the political situation in Germany grew more and more ominous. This
arch-conservative with the aristocratic temperament detested National Socialism and its
adherents’ shrill anti-Semitism and seemingly pointless and philistine roughness, all of which
helped to erode his estimation of German political culture. In 1934 he refused to take the oath to
Adolf Hitler, gave up his academic post in Frankfurt, and went into a kind of retirement. A
brooding melancholy followed during which time he collected and translated a number of
English poems on the themes of “death, affliction, and transfiguration” (his personal designation
for the collection), but it was not until 1938 that he brought himself to leave Germany for
good.22He was fortunate to find a safe haven in the United States, was offered a position at
Berkeley, and settled down to write his second book, Laudes Regiae: A Study in Liturgical
Acclamations and Mediaeval Ruler Worship (Berkeley, 1946). But Kantorowicz left the west
coast a few years later when he, along with a few other faculty members of the University of
California, refused to take a loyalty oath. McCarthyite anti-communism was weighing heavy on
state institutions. It was not the substance of the declaration that the regents of the university
asked Kantorowicz to make that necessarily offended him. His anti-communism dated at least
from his street-fighting days in the immediate aftermath of the First World War. But he regarded
the demand to take the oath as an assault on academic freedom, and he fought it hard,
mobilizing support as best he could, although with only modest success.To his great good



fortune Kantorowicz again landed on his feet, for he soon received the offer of a permanent
position at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton along with the privilege, whenever he
chose to exercise it, of teaching graduate seminars at the University. It was in Princeton, from
1951 until his death on 9 September 1963, that he did his research. The King’s Two Bodies, like
Laudes Regiae, reconstructs some of the visions of organic wholeness articulated by medieval
thinkers. Kantorowicz increasingly directed his praise, however, at figures who embodied the
religious ideals of the organic model of society. Although Frederick II still fascinated him,
Kantorowicz’s most sympathetic portrait in Laudes Regiae, for example, is not of that mythically
heroic emperor but of his saintly contemporary and “rival,” Louis IX of France.23In the fall of
1962 Kantorowicz devoted his last seminar to a study of Dante’s De Monarchia. In a short
description written by a member of the seminar, the author recalls Kantorowicz’s method,
particularly his responses to formal queries from his students. He would prepare a small note
card directing each questioner to relevant texts and scholarly discussions of whatever he had
been asked about. “Invariably, several of the references would point to The King’s Two Bodies,
though seldom, if ever, to the text itself.… Rather, Kantorowicz worked from the footnotes, which
were the repository of his learning. There he sent us again and again, and we quickly came to
respect that source as the treasure trove it was, and remains.”24If emphasis were added to the
quotation, one might legitimately place it on the word remains. The initial enthusiasms for The
King’s Two Bodies have been sustained over the course of four decades.25 And Friedrich
Baethgen’s measured evaluation of the book in his memorial for Kantorowicz still commands
wide endorsement: The King’s Two Bodies has been and continues to be indispensable for all
investigations of Staatstheorie and political theology.26 This is not to say that the book has
achieved a status beyond censure.27 It is always hard for novices and frequently for senior
scholars to follow some of the arguments, let alone to weave them into a coherent whole despite
having the advantage of being able to turn to the efforts of earlier scholars to do
so.Nevertheless, for most readers the wonder and fascination of the myriad subjects brilliantly
treated in The King’s Two Bodies and the delight in the notes remain. When social history came
to prominence in the 1960s and 1970s, it might have appeared inevitable that a work largely of
high intellectual history or at least dependent on sources associated with the traditional history
of ideas would be displaced somewhat from center stage. But because of the artistic, discursive,
and symbolic slant Kantorowicz gave to his subject, readers never regarded The King’s Two
Bodies as “mere” history of ideas. Consequently, the book retained a grip on the historical
imaginations of many scholars.28 When social history came to be enriched by other disciplines,
especially cultural anthropology, in the course of the 1970s and 1980s there was an even
greater surge of interest in The King’s Two Bodies, as evidenced, it would seem reasonable to
suggest, from the proliferation of translations:29 Spanish in 1985; Italian and French in 1989;
German in 1990; Portuguese and Polish in 1997.In 1957 Ernst Kantorowicz published a book
that would be the guide for generations of scholars through the arcane mysteries of medieval
political theology. The King’s Two Bodies remains as the fundamental legacy of a great scholar’s
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Studies on the Formation of a Discipline, I: History, ed. Helen Damico and Joseph Zavadil (New
York and London, 1995), pp. 274–75. Lerner’s entire article can be recommended as a useful
assessment on the enduring quality of Kantorowicz’s scholarship.PREFACEAT the beginning of
this book stands a conversation held twelve years ago with my friend MAX RADIN (then John H.
Boalt Professor of Law, at Berkeley) in his tiny office in Boalt Hall, brimful floor to ceiling and
door to window of books, papers, folders, notes—and life. To bait him with a question and get
him off to an always stimulating and amusing talk was not a labor of Hercules. One day I found in



my mail an offprint from a liturgical periodical published by a Benedictine Abbey in the United
States, which bore the publisher’s imprint: The Order of St. Benedict, Inc. To a scholar coming
from the European Continent and not trained in the refinements of Anglo-American legal
thinking, nothing could have been more baffling than to find the abbreviation Inc., customary
with business and other corporations, attached to the venerable community founded by St.
Benedict on the rock of Montecassino in the very year in which Justinian abolished the Platonic
Academy in Athens. Upon my inquiry, Max Radin informed me that indeed the monastic
congregations were incorporated in this country, that the same was true with the dioceses of the
Roman Church, and that, for example, the Archbishop of San Francisco could figure, in the
language of the Law, as a “Corporation sole”—a topic which turned our conversation at once to
Maitland’s famous studies on that subject, to the abstract “Crown” as a corporation, to the
curious legal fiction of the “King’s Two Bodies” as developed in Elizabethan England, to
Shakespeare’s Richard II, and to certain mediaeval antecedents of the “abstract King.” In other
words, we had a good conversation, the kind of talk you would always yearn for and to which
Max Radin was an ideal partner.When shortly thereafter I was asked to contribute to a volume of
essays in honor of Max Radin on his retirement, I could do no better than submit an essay on the
“King’s Two Bodies” (parts of Chapters I-III, and a section of Chapter IV), a paper of which he
himself was, so to speak, a co-author or at least the illegitimate father. The Festschrift
unfortunately never materialized. The contributions were returned to their authors, and though
displeased by the fact that a well-deserved recognition was withheld from my friend, I was
nevertheless not unhappy to see my manuscript back because in the meantime I had enlarged
both my views and my material on the subject. I decided to publish my paper separately and
dedicate it to Max Radin (then a temporary member of the Institute for Advanced Study, in
Princeton) on his 70th birthday, in the Spring of 1950. Personal affairs such as the exasperating
struggle against the Regents of the University of California as well as other duties prevented me
from laying my gift into the hands of my friend. Max Radin died on June 22, 1950, and the study,
destined to elicit his criticisms, his comments, and his broad laughter, serves now to honor his
memory.In its present, final form, this study has considerably outgrown the original plan, which
was merely to point out a number of mediaeval antecedents or parallels to the legal tenet of the
King’s Two Bodies. It has gradually turned, as the subtitle suggests, into a “Study in Mediaeval
Political Theology,” which had not at all been the original intention. Such as it now stands, this
study may be taken among other things as an attempt to understand and, if possible,
demonstrate how, by what means and methods, certain axioms of a political theology which
mutatis mutandis was to remain valid until the twentieth century, began to be developed during
the later Middle Ages. It would go much too far, however, to assume that the author felt tempted
to investigate the emergence of some of the idols of modern political religions merely on account
of the horrifying experience of our own time in which whole nations, the largest and the smallest,
fell prey to the weirdest dogmas and in which political theologisms became genuine obsessions
defying in many cases the rudiments of human and political reason. Admittedly, the author was



not unaware of the later aberrations; in fact, he became the more conscious of certain
ideological gossamers the more he expanded and deepened his knowledge of the early
development. It seems necessary, however, to stress the fact that considerations of that kind
belonged to afterthoughts, resulting from the present investigation and not causing it or
determining its course. The fascination emanating as usual from the historical material itself
prevailed over any desire of practical or moral application and, needless to say, preceded any
afterthought. This study deals with certain cyphers of the sovereign state and its perpetuity
(Crown, Dignity, Patria, and others) exclusively from the point of view of presenting political
creeds such as they were understood in their initial stage and at a time when they served as a
vehicle for putting the early modern commonwealths on their own feet.Since in this study a
single strand of a very complicated texture has been isolated, the author cannot claim to have
demonstrated in any completeness the problem of what has been called “The Myth of the
State” (Ernst Cassirer). The study may be none the less a contribution to this greater problem
although it is restricted to one leading idea, the fiction of the King’s Two Bodies, its
transformations, implications, and radiations. By thus restricting his subject, the author hopes to
have avoided, at least to some extent, certain dangers customary with some all-too-sweeping
and ambitious studies in the history of ideas: loss of control over topics, material, and facts;
vagueness of language and argument; unsubstantiated generalizations; and lack of tension
resulting from tedious repetitions. The tenet of the King’s Two Bodies and its history served in
this case as a unifying principle easing the assemblage and selection of facts as well as their
synthesis.The origin of this study will explain how it happened that the author swerved again (as
in his study on the Laudes) from the normal tracks of the mediaeval historian and broke through
the fences, this time, of mediaeval Law, for which he was not prepared by his training. For this
trespass he owes apologies to the professional jurist who, undoubtedly, will find many a flaw in
this presentation, although the author himself is aware of some of the more likely shortcomings:
overlaboring of texts on the one hand, missing of salient points on the other. But those are the
hazards to which the outsider will usually expose himself; he will have to pay the fine for intruding
into the enclosure of a sister-discipline. The incompleteness of sources is still another point in
need of apology. Every student laboring in the vineyard of mediaeval Law will be painfully aware
of the difficulty of laying hands on even the most important authors whose works, so far as they
are published at all (there is, for example, no edition of the most influential canonist of the late
twelfth century, Huguccio of Pisa), are available only in the both rare and antiquated sixteenth-
century prints. Consultations of the Law Libraries at Berkeley, Columbia, and Harvard; the
understanding kindness of the head of the Law Collection of the Library of Congress, Dr. V.
Gsovski; the supplies of Princeton’s Firestone Library, now enriched by the collection of C. H.
McIlwain; finally purchases made for the author by the Library of the Institute for Advanced Study
and by the author himself gradually filled some of the most irritating gaps. The value of
assistance through Interlibrary Loan, normally inestimable, was, however, considerably reduced
in the case of a study which demanded a constant checking and re-checking and comparing of



a large source-material, as the problems continually recurred. How much has been missed, how
many texts became accessible too late to be used for the present task, will be known to none
better than to the author himself. The reader will notice very quickly which authors were
permanently available and which ones only occasionally or not at all; whereas the fact that the
same works are quoted not uniformly according to the same editions tells yet another story.
Fortunately, however, a study intending, as this one does, to make problems visible rather than
to solve them, would not have aimed at completeness in any event. The same is true, though for
different reasons, with regard to secondary literature which, on the whole, will be quoted only
when and where the author felt an immediate indebtedness, a procedure which does not rule
out the possibility that relevant, and perhaps very valuable, studies may have been overlooked
or come to the author’s attention too late to be evaluated here. That the author has quoted his
own studies and articles perhaps too frequently does not imply indebtedness to himself, but
laziness: he felt disinclined, except in a few cases, to repeat what he had done before.The
documentation has been kept rather full and may at times seem excessive. Since, however,
much of the legal material will not be accessible in more than perhaps half a dozen libraries in
this country, it seemed advisable in view of the needs of students in the history of political ideas
to reproduce text passages lavishly rather than sparingly. Moreover, the material on tangential
problems which could not be discussed in the text without encroaching upon its intelligibility and
stifling the main argument, was thrown into a footnote where eventually it may become useful to
others—although admittedly the temptation of expanding on side-issues was not always easy
(and sometimes indeed too great) to resist. It may therefore happen that the reader will find more
material appealing to his taste and his interests buried in the footnotes than resuscitated in the
text. It remained, however, the author’s prime ambition to produce a fairly readable text, to chart
a more or less clearly marked way through rarely explored thickets, and to keep the reader’s
attention, if possible, awake instead of abandoning him to some jungle teeming with scholarly
tsetse flies. Whether he succeeded or not, will be up to the reader to decide.Only hesitatingly
and rarely did the author find it necessary to draw conclusions or indicate how the various topics
discussed in these pages should be geared with each other; but the reader will find it easy
enough to draw his own conclusions and himself combine the cogwheels, an operation
facilitated by very numerous cross-references and a full index.* At any rate, the present study
will have served its purpose of calling attention to certain problems if the reader detects many
more examples or places relevant to the King’s Two Bodies and many more interrelations with
other problems than the author intimated. It may be regretted also that the dualities present in
ecclesiastical offices have not been discussed coherently in a special chapter. While this would
have been a subject in its own right, the author never lost sight of the ecclesiastical aspects and
believes that in an indirect fashion the ecclesiastical side of the problem has not been
neglected.A book that has been in the making over a long period of time naturally owes much to
others. The author gladly confesses his indebtedness for various informations and courtesies to
friends, colleagues, and other helpers whose contributions are gratefully acknowledged in the



notes and in the List of Plates. His thanks, however, should go in the first place to his younger
friends who, formerly his students at Berkeley, succeeded each other as the author’s Assistants
at the Institute for Advanced Study. Each, in his way, not only helped to put the manuscript into
shape and get it ready for the press, but also contributed by counsel, criticism, and advice, and
by lively interest which in turn kindled the flagging interest of the author. For these and other
services the author is obliged to Professor Michael Cherniavsky, Mr. Robert L. Benson, Dr. Ralph
E. Giesey, and Mrs. Margaret Bentley Ševčenko, whereas to Dr. William M. Bowsky goes a
separate share of the author’s gratitude because to him there fell the most uninspiring and
unrewarding task of all, that of reading and re-reading the proofs, assembling the Bibliography,
and helping to collect the Index. To other former students of his, Professor William A. Chaney
and Dr. Schafer Williams, the author is grateful for calling his attention to important points,
whereas Professor George H. Williams kindly read the first draft and contributed through his own
publication.Others as well were kind enough to read the greater part of the final manuscript:
Professors Dietrich Gerhard, Gaines Post, and Joseph R. Strayer, who obliged the author by a
considerable number of suggestions and additions, and, last not least, by their moral support. In
this respect, the author’s gratitude is due, above all, to Professor Theodor E. Mommsen, who
loyally read the whole manuscript as—chapter by chapter—it emerged from the typewriter, who
never withheld his opinion and made numerous corrections, and who gave the author a chance
to discuss with him on many evenings the broader problems as well as countless details. The
author, further, was in the fortunate position of being able to draw from the knowledge of his
colleagues at the Institute for Advanced Study and plague them with his questions: Professor
Harold Cherniss, who became the chief victim, carrying as he did the brunt of the author’s
queries in matters of ancient philosophy, and who patiently iterated his explanations of more
complicated problems regardless of the tortures he himself suffered from the distortions which
not only Plato had suffered at the hands of Aristotle, but also Aristotle at the hands of mediaeval
scholastics; Professor Erwin Panofsky, upon whom the author could always rely when questions
of art history arose and who would be untiring once the hunt was on; Professor Kurt Weitzmann,
who called the author’s attention to several items and was always ready to be helpful in matters
of photos and plates; and Professor Andreas Alföldi, of whose treasure of knowledge the author
could avail himself in matters concerning Late Antiquity. To these names there has to be added
that of the author’s former colleague at Berkeley, Professor Leonardo Olschki, with whom the
author discussed over a long period of time innumerable Dante problems and by whose fruitful
criticisms the chapter on Dante profited in many respects. To all these friends the author extends
not only his thanks but also his apologies wherever he may have misinterpreted them: the
mistakes are the author’s own and perhaps most original contribution.A collaboration of a
singular kind developed with Dr. Ralph E. Giesey whose own forthcoming study on “The Royal
Funeral Ceremony in Renaissance France” overlapped with some central problems dealt with in
Chapter VII. As in all cases of a daily exchange of ideas and material, it would often be not at all
easy to separate neatly the partners’ contributions. The footnotes, however, will make it manifest



how generously Dr. Giesey placed his own material—published as well as unpublished texts and
photos—at the disposal of the author who had no qualms about using it, but remains for these
sections a grateful debtor.Finally the author wishes to express his thanks to Dr. J. Robert
Oppenheimer who, on the part of the Institute for Advanced Study, generously subsidized the
publication of this book, and to Princeton University Press for its willingness to comply in every
respect with the author’s suggestions and personal wishes.E.H.K.Princeton, New JerseyMarch
2,1957PUBLISHER’S NOTE TO THE SECOND PRINTING:The author provided a short list of
Addenda and Corrigenda at the end of the original printing of this book. The Addenda remain at
the end of this reprinting just as he gave them. The Corrigenda, however, have been
incorporated into the text of this reprint, as have a score or more of other manifest errors in
spelling, usage, and typography which have come to our attention.Some errors of a substantive
nature (sometimes simply typographical but not readily noticeable as such) have been found by
examining the author’s copy of the book and by consulting with his friends and colleagues. We
provide the following list of these substantive corrections, which we have made in this printing,
for the benefit of those who possess the original imprint of the book: p. 40, in a quotation, read
true king’s fall (for great king’s); p. 154, n. 194, read C.6,23,19 (for 23,11); p. 169, n. 240, read
C.7,37,3 (for 37,1); p. 205, n. 35. read Tierney, Cath. Hist. Rev., XXXVI, 428,n.57 (for “Conciliar
Theory,” etc.); p. 208, n. 43, add to end: [Gierke erred: read Spec. Doctr. VII, c. 15.]; p. 223, n. 89,
read Prince against trying to (for Prince to try); p. 224, read Bishop of St. Davids (for Bishop of
Hereford); p. 241, line 2, read Death itself is Victory and is (for Victory itself is); p. 264, n. 218,
read QFIAB, XXXIV (for XXIV); p. 269, n. 230, read Seneca, Ep. 85,35 (for 85,30); p. 271, n. 235,
read Peter of Auvergne (for William); p. 400, n. 295, read tamen (for tantum); p. 414, n. 332, end
of line 13, read 1600 (for 1620); p. 420, read Burgh-upon-the-Sands on the Solway (for Burgh in
Norfolk); p. 440, n. 405, read John 10:30 (for 10:20); p. 478, in first quotation, read civil affairs (for 
view of the citizens); p. 541, under Dubois, read 256, n. 194 (for n. 195); p. 552, 2nd column, 2nd
line from bottom on right, read 212, n. 55 (for 312).Ernst H. Kantorowicz died in September,
1963. A collection of twenty-five of his previously published essays have been reprinted under
the title Selected Studies (Locust Valley, N.Y.: J. J. Augustin, 1965). A complete bibliography of
his works is given in that volume.* The cross-references referring to a footnote refer usually not
only to the footnote itself but also to the text, or even to the page, to which the note belongs.The
King’s Two BodiesINTRODUCTIONMYSTICISM, when transposed from the warm twilight of
myth and fiction to the cold searchlight of fact and reason, has usually little left to recommend
itself. Its language, unless resounding within its own magic or mystic circle, will often appear
poor and even slightly foolish, and its most baffling metaphors and highflown images, when
deprived of their iridescent wings, may easily resemble the pathetic and pitiful sight of
Baudelaire’s Albatross. Political mysticism in particular is exposed to the danger of losing its
spell or becoming quite meaningless when taken out of its native surroundings, its time and its
space.The mystic fiction of the “King’s Two Bodies,” as divulged by English jurists of the Tudor
period and the times thereafter, does not form an exception to this rule. It has been mercilessly



plucked by Maitland in a highly stimulating and amusing study on “The Crown as Corporation.”1
With a strong touch of sarcasm and irony, the great English historian of law has disclosed the
follies which the fiction of the king as a “Corporation sole” could, and did, lead to, and has shown
at the same time what havoc the theory of a two-bodied king and a twinned kingship was bound
to work in bureaucratic logic. Wittily Maitland puns about the king being “parsonified” and styles
the theory of the King’s Two Bodies “a marvelous display of metaphysical—or we might say
metaphysiological—nonsense.”From his admirably stocked garner of juridical exempla Maitland
was able to produce case after case illustrating the absurdity of that doctrine. He tells us the
story about King George III who had to go to Parliament for permission to hold some land as a
man and not as a king, “since rights not denied to any of His Majesty’s subjects were denied to
him.” He adds that other delightful case concerning the tenants of one of the traitors of the
rebellion of 1715 whose barony had been confiscated and handed over to the king: the tenants
were jubilant at this change of lordship, for owing to the fact that the barony now was “vested in
His Majesty, his heirs and successors in his politick capacity, which in consideration of law never
dies,” they believed that henceforth they were freed from paying the customary relief on the
death of their (hitherto simply mortal) lord. Parliament, however, disappointed them by making
the surprising decision that in this case the king was considered a private person who could die,
and therefore the tenants continued to pay their taxes as before. And Maitland was even able to
bring evidence to show that Louis XIV’s famous if apocryphal l’état c’est moi—or, for that matter,
the scholastic papa qui potest dici ecclesia—was officially recognized also in England: a Statute
of 1887 decreed that “the expressions ‘permanent civil service of the State,’ ‘permanent civil
service of Her Majesty,’ and ‘permanent civil service of the Crown’ are hereby declared to have
the same meaning”—which, so Maitland remarks, “is a mess.”2The challenge to ridicule the
theory of the King’s Two Bodies is indeed great when you read, without being prepared for it, the
at once fantastic and subtle description of the king’s superbody or body politic rendered by
Blackstone in a chapter of his Commentaries which conveniently summarizes the achievements
of several centuries of political thought and legal speculation. From his pages there rises the
spectre of an absolutism exercised, not by an abstract “State,” as in modern times, or by an
abstract “Law,” as in the High Middle Ages, but by an abstract physiological fiction which in
secular thought remains probably without parallel.3 That the king is immortal because legally he
can never die, or that he is legally never under age, are familiar stage properties. But it goes
further than expected when we are told that the king “is not only incapable of doing wrong, but
even of thinking wrong: he can never mean to do an improper thing: in him is no folly or
weakness.”4 Moreover, that king is invisible5 and, though he may never judge despite being the
“Fountain of Justice,” he yet has legal ubiquity: “His Majesty in the eye of the law is always
present in all his courts, though he cannot personally distribute justice.”6 The state of
superhuman “absolute perfection” of this royal persona ficta is, so to speak, the result of a fiction
within a fiction: it is inseparable from a peculiar aspect of corporational concepts, the corporation
sole. Blackstone gives credit entirely to the Romans for having invented the idea of corporations



—“but our laws have considerably refined and improved upon the invention, according to the
usual genius of the English nation: particularly with regard to sole corporations, consisting of one
person only, of which the Roman lawyers had no notion.”7That kind of man-made irreality—
indeed, that strange construction of a human mind which finally becomes slave to its own fictions
—we are normally more ready to find in the religious sphere than in the allegedly sober and
realistic realms of law, politics, and constitution; and therefore Maitland’s often caustic criticisms
are understandable and appear fully justified. However, the seemingly ludicrous, and in many
respects awkward, concept of the King’s Two Bodies has not only those physiologically amusing
traits. Maitland himself was fully aware that this theorem, to say the least, provided an important
heuristic fiction which served the lawyers at a certain time “to harmonize modern with ancient
law,” or to bring into agreement the personal with the more impersonal concepts of government.8
Great mediaevalist that Maitland was, he knew perfectly well that the curious fiction of “twin-born
majesty” had a very long tradition and complex history which “would take us deep into the legal
and political thoughts of the Middle Ages.”9This history, alas, has not been written by Maitland,
even though he may have dropped more than one valuable hint in that respect. Nor will the
writing of that history, especially with regard to the crucial fifteenth century, cease to remain an
interesting and promising task for one of the many learned investigators of legal and
constitutional development in England, for the present studies do not pretend to fill the gap. They
merely propose to outline the historical problem as such, to sketch in an all too perfunctory,
casual, and incomplete fashion the general historical background of the “King’s Two Bodies,”
and to place this concept, if possible, in its proper setting of mediaeval thought and political
theory.1 F. W. Maitland, Selected Essays (Cambridge, 1936), 104-127, reprint from Law
Quarterly Review, XVII (1901), 131-146.2 Ibid., 117. That such “mess” was not restricted to
England was of course not unknown to Maitland, since Otto von Gierke, Deutsches
Genossenschaftsrecht (Berlin, 1891), III,294,n.148, quotes a striking parallel. Antonius de
Butrio, a 14th-century canon lawyer, claims that it made no difference concerning the ownership
of ecclesiastical property “sive dicas Christum, sive praelatum, sive ecclesiam universalem, sive
particularem possidere, sive episcopum, sive alium praelatum, sive Papam vicarium Christi.”3
Sir William Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of England, I,c.7 (first published in 1765),
237ff.4 Ibid., I,246.5 The king’s invisibility is not mentioned directly by Blackstone, but it belongs
to the standard definitions of the body politic; see below, Ch. I, n. 2, for Plowden: “… the Body
politic is a Body that cannot be seen or handled”; or Calvin’s Case (1608), in Sir Edward Coke,
The Reports, ed. George Wilson (London, 1777), VII, 10-10a: “… for the politic capacity is
invisible and immortal” (cf. 12a).6 Blackstone, Comm., I,270.7 Ibid., I,c.18, 469; Maitland,
Sel.Ess., 75.8 See Maitland’s remarks in: Pollock and Maitland, The History of English Law (2nd
ed., Cambridge, 1898 and 1923), I,512, also 495, and Sel. Ess., 105ff; further his study “The
Corporation Sole,” Sel. Ess., 73-103, with (p. 264) a valuable list of Year Book cases (reprint from
LQR, XVI [1900], 335-354), in which Maitland with his unique mastership, discloses the effects
of the early mediaeval Eigenkirchenrecht on later conditions, including the concept of the



corporation sole.9 Maitland, Sel. Ess., 105.CHAPTER ITHE PROBLEM: PLOWDEN’S
REPORTSIN EDMUND PLOWDEN’S Reports, collected and written under Queen Elizabeth,
Maitland found the first clear elaboration of that mystical talk with which the English crown jurists
enveloped and trimmed their definitions of kingship and royal capacities.1 In order to describe
conveniently both the problem and the theory of the King’s Two Bodies it may be appropriate to
choose as a starting point Plowden, himself a law apprentice of the Middle Temple, and quote
some of the most telling passages from the arguments and judgments made in the king’s courts
and epitomized in his Reports.The cause célèbre concerning the Duchy of Lancaster, which the
Lancastrian Kings had owned as private property and not as property of the Crown, was tried—
not for the first time, to be sure—in the fourth year of Queen Elizabeth. Edward VI, the Queen’s
predecessor, had made, while not yet of age, a lease of certain lands of the Duchy. Thereupon
the crown lawyers, assembled at Serjeant’s Inn, all agreed:that by the Common Law no Act
which the King does as King, shall be defeated by his Nonage. For the King has in him two
Bodies, viz., a Body natural, and a Body politic. His Body natural (if it be considered in itself) is a
Body mortal, subject to all Infirmities that come by Nature or Accident, to the Imbecility of Infancy
or old Age, and to the like Defects that happen to the natural Bodies of other People. But his
Body politic is a Body that cannot be seen or handled, consisting of Policy and Government, and
constituted for the Direction of the People, and the Management of the public weal, and this
Body is utterly void of Infancy, and old Age, and other natural Defects and Imbecilities, which the
Body natural is subject to, and for this Cause, what the King does in his Body politic, cannot be
invalidated or frustrated by any Disability in his natural Body.2It may be mentioned immediately
that the pattern after which the King’s body politic—“void of Infancy and old Age, and other
natural Defects and Imbecilities”—has been modelled, can be gathered readily from Sir John
Fortescue’s tractate on The Governance of England, where he writes:… it is no poiar to mowe
synne, and to do ylle, or to mowe to be seke, wex olde, or that a man may hurte hym self. Ffor all
thes poiars comen of impotencie … wherefore the holy sprites and angels that mey not synne,
wex old, be seke, or hurte ham selff, have more poiar than we, that mey harme owre selff with all
thes defautes. So is the kynges power more.…3The passage has not been adduced here in
order to prove that the Elizabethan jurists “borrowed” from Fortescue, or that his treatise was
their “source,” although in other respects this possibility should not be excluded. What matters is
that John Fortescue’s passage shows how closely the legal speculations were related to
theological thought, or, to be more specific, to the mediaeval concept of the king’s character
angelicus.4 The body politic of kingship appears as a likeness of the “holy sprites and angels,”
because it represents, like the angels, the Immutable within Time. It has been raised to angelic
heights, a fact which is worth being kept in mind.The judges, after thus having gained a foothold
on, so to speak, firm celestial ground, continued their arguments in the case of the Duchy of
Lancaster. They pointed out that, if lands which the King has purchased before he was King,
namely “in the capacity of his Body natural,” later were given away by him, such gift, even when
made during his nonage, had to be recognized as the King’s act. For—so the Elizabethan judges



declared, and herewith their “mysticism” begins—although he [the king] has, or takes, the land in
his natural Body, yet to this natural Body is conjoined his Body politic, which contains his royal
Estate and Dignity; and the Body politic includes the Body natural, but the Body natural is the
lesser, and with this the Body politic is consolidated. So that he has a Body natural, adorned and
invested with the Estate and Dignity royal; and he has not a Body natural distinct and divided by
itself from the Office and Dignity royal, but a Body natural and a Body politic together indivisible;
and these two Bodies are incorporated in one Person, and make one Body and not divers, that
is the Body corporate in the Body natural, et e contra the Body natural in the Body corporate. So
that the Body natural, by this conjunction of the Body politic to it, (which Body politic contains the
Office, Government, and Majesty royal) is magnified, and by the said Consolidation hath in it the
Body politic.5The King’s Two Bodies thus form one unit indivisible, each being fully contained in
the other. However, doubt cannot arise concerning the superiority of the body politic over the
body natural. “Three Kings [Henry IV, V, VI] held the Duchy of Lancaster in their Body natural,
which is not so ample and large as the other, and the fourth [Edward IV] held it in his Body
politic, which is more ample and large than the Body natural.”6Not only is the body politic “more
ample and large” than the body natural, but there dwell in the former certain truly mysterious
forces which reduce, or even remove, the imperfections of the fragile human nature.His Body
politic, which is annexed to his Body natural, takes away the Imbecility of his Body natural, and
draws the Body natural, which is the lesser, and all the Effects thereof to itself, which is the
greater, quia magis dignum trahit ad se minus dignum.7The Latin legal maxim saying that “the
worthier draws to itself the less worthy” was common among mediaeval jurists. It was regularly
invoked when a persona mixta (or, for that matter, a res mixta) was the issue. Baldus, the great
Italian lawyer and legal authority of the fourteenth century, for example, linked that maxim most
fittingly to the two sexes of an hermaphrodite: according to the Digest, the more prominent
qualities were to determine the sex, for (summarizes Baldus) “if a union of two extremes is
produced, while the qualities of each extreme abide, then the one more prominent and striking
draws to itself the other one.”8 What fitted the two sexes of an hermaphrodite, fitted juristically
also the two bodies of a king. Hence, the Tudor jurist proceeded logically and in conformity with
the rules of his trade when on that occasion he referred to the proper legal maxim.The
underlying idea was emphasized no less vigorously in the case Willion v. Berkley, which was
argued in the preceding year (3 Elizabeth) in Common Bench. The subject was a trespass of
Lord Berkley on certain lands for which he claimed to have paid a tax to the court of King Henry
VII and which he considered as parcel in his demesne as of fee tail. The judges pointed out
thatalthough the law should adjudge that King Henry 7. took it in his Body natural, and not in his
Body politic, yet they [the judges] said that he [the King] is not void of Prerogative in regard to
Things which he has in his Body natural.… For when the Body politic of King of this Realm is
conjoined to the Body natural, and one Body is made of them both, the Degree of the Body
natural, and of the things possessed in that Capacity, is thereby altered, and the Effects thereof
are changed by its Union with the other Body, and don’t remain in their former Degree, but



partake of the Effects of the Body politic.… And the Reason thereof is, because the Body natural
and the Body politic are consolidated into one, and the Body politic wipes away every
Imperfection of the other Body, with which it is consolidated, and makes it to be another Degree
than it should be if it were alone by itself.… And the Cause [in a parallel case] was not because
the Capacity of his Body natural was drowned by the Dignity royal …, but the Reason was,
because to the Body natural, in which he held the land, the Body politic was associated and
conjoined, during which Association or Conjunction the Body natural partakes of the Nature and
Effects of the Body politic.9The difficulties of defining the effects as exercised by the body politic
—active in the individual king like a deus absconditus—on the royal body natural are obvious. In
fact, Elizabethan jurists sometimes had to proceed with the caution and circumspection of
theologians defining a dogma. It was anything but a simple task to remain consistent when one
had to defend at once the perfect union of the King’s Two Bodies and the very distinct capacities
of each body alone. It is a veritable sword-dance that the jurists perform, when they
explain:Therefore, when the two Bodies in the King are become as one Body, to which no Body
is equal, this double Body, whereof the Body politic is greater, cannot hold in Jointure with any
single one.10Yet [despite the unity of the two bodies] his Capacity to take in the Body natural is
not confounded by the Body politic, but remains still.11Notwithstanding that these two Bodies
are at one Time conjoined together, yet the Capacity of the one does not confound that of the
other, but they remain distinct Capacities.Ergo the Body natural and the Body politic are not
distinct, but united, and as one Body.12Regardless of the dogmatic unity of the two bodies, a
separation of one from the other was nevertheless possible, to wit, that separation which, with
regard to common man, is usually called Death. In the case Willion v. Berkley, Justice Southcote,
seconded by Justice Harper, proffered some remarkable arguments to that effect, as the Law
Report shows:The King has two Capacities, for he has two Bodies, the one whereof is a Body
natural, consisting of natural Members as every other Man has, and in this he is subject to
Passions and Death as other Men are; the other is a Body politic, and the Members thereof are
his Subjects, and he and his Subjects together compose the Corporation, as Southcote said,
and he is incorporated with them, and they with him, and he is the Head, and they are the
Members, and he has the sole Government of them; and this Body is not subject to Passions as
the other is, nor to Death, for as to this Body the King never dies, and his natural Death is not
called in our Law (as Harper said), the Death of the King, but the Demise of the King, not
signifying by the Word (Demise) that the Body politic of the King is dead, but that there is a
Separation of the two Bodies, and that the Body politic is transferred and conveyed over from the
Body natural now dead, or now removed from the Dignity royal, to another Body natural. So that
it signifies a Removal of the Body politic of the King of this Realm from one Body natural to
another.13This migration of the “Soul,” that is, of the immortal part of kingship, from one
incarnation to another as expressed by the concept of the king’s demise is certainly one of the
essentials of the whole theory of the King’s Two Bodies. It has preserved its validity for
practically all time to come. Interesting, however, is the fact that this “incarnation” of the body



politic in a king of flesh not only does away with the human imperfections of the body natural, but
conveys “immortality” to the individual king as King, that is, with regard to his superbody. In the
case Hill v. Grange (2 and 3 Philip and Mary) the judges argued as follows:And then when the
Act gives Remedy to the Patentees …, and Henry 8. is mentioned before to be King, and so the
Relation is to him as King, he as King never dies, but the King, in which Name it has Relation to
him, does ever continue.14In this case, King Henry VIII was still “alive” though Henry Tudor had
been dead for ten years.15 In other words, whereas the manhood of the individual incarnation
appeared as negligible and as a matter of indifferent importance, the eternal essence or
“godhead” of the monarch was all that counted before the tribunal of those “monophysite”
judges.Contrariwise, the “manhood” or the king’s body natural might become of great
importance too, as in Sir Thomas Wroth’s Case (15 Elizabeth).16 Sir Thomas had been
appointed by Henry VIII as Usher of the Privy Chamber to the entourage of Edward VI, when
Edward was not yet king. At Edward’s accession to the throne, Sir Thomas ceased to receive his
annuities because his service, though suitable with a prince, was not considered befitting the
estate of the King. Justice Saunders argued that the continuance of service after the king’s
accession would have been justified, for example, with regardto a Physician or Surgeon for his
Counsel and Service to the Prince; and if the King dies, and the Prince becomes King, there the
Service is not discharged …, for the Service is to be done in respect of the natural Body, which
has need of Physic and Surgery, and is subject to Infirmities and Accidents as well after the
Accession of the Estate-royal to it as before, so that the royal Majesty causes no Alteration as to
the Service in this case. And so is it in other like Cases, as to teach the Prince Grammar, Music,
et cetera, where the Service to be done has Respect merely to the Body natural, and not to the
Majesty of the Body politic.17The least that can be said is that there was logic in the arguments
of the lawyers. No less logical, though far less simple, were the arguments in Calvin’s Case
(1608) reported by Sir Edward Coke.18 Here the judges reasoned that every subject sworn to
the king is sworn to his natural person, just as the king is sworn to his subjects in his natural
person: “for the politic capacity is invisible and immortal, nay, the politic body hath no soul, for it
is framed by the policy of man.”19 Moreover, treason, that is, “to intend or compass mortem et
destructionem domini Regis, must needs be understood of his natural body, for his politic body
is immortal, and not subject to death.”Those arguments certainly reflect sound reasoning,
although an attack against the king’s natural person was, at the same time, an attack against the
body corporate of the realm. Justice Southcote, in the passage quoted (above, p. 13) from the
case Willion v. Berkley, referred to the simile of the state as a human body, a “Corporation”
whereof the king is the head and the subjects are the members. Of course, that metaphor was
very old; it pervaded political thought during the later Middle Ages.20 Nevertheless, the form in
which Justice Southcote couched that old idea—“he is incorporated with them, and they with
him”—points directly towards the politico-ecclesiological theory of the corpus mysticum which
actually was quoted with great emphasis by Justice Brown in the case Hales v. Petit. The court,
on that instance, was concerned with the legal consequences of a suicide, which the judges



tried to define as an act of “Felony.” Lord Dyer, Chief Justice, pointed out that suicide was a
threefold crime. It was an offense against Nature, since it was contrary to the law of self-
preservation; it was an offense against God as a violation of the sixth commandment; finally it
was a crime committed “against the King in that hereby he has lost a Subject, and (as Brown
termed it) he being the Head has lost one of his mystic Members.”21“Body politic” and “mystical
body” seem to be used without great discrimination. In fact, Coke, when discussing the politic
body of the king, added in parenthesis: “and in 21 E.4 [1482] it is called a mystical body.”22 It is
evident that the doctrine of theology and canon law, teaching that the Church, and Christian
society in general, was a “corpus mysticum the head of which is Christ,” has been transferred by
the jurists from the theological sphere to that of the state the head of which is the king.23It would
be easy to extract from Plowden’s Reports, and from the writings of later lawyers as well, a not
too modest number of similar passages.24 New places, however, would not add new aspects to
the general problem; and the passages referred to, rendering, as they do, the pith of the
doctrine, will suffice to illustrate the leading idea, the trend of thought, and the peculiar idiom of
the Tudor lawyers to whom, understandably, “a king’s crown was a hieroglyphic of the laws.”25
Any reader of those passages in the Law Reports will be struck by the solemnity to which the
legal language occasionally rises, notwithstanding the seeming drolleries of logic in their
argumentations. Nor will the reader have the slightest doubt as to the ultimate source of that
parlance which has a most familiar ring to the ear of the mediaevalist. In fact, we need only
replace the strange image of the Two Bodies by the more customary theological term of the Two
Natures in order to make it poignantly felt that the speech of the Elizabethan lawyers derived its
tenor in the last analysis from theological diction, and that their speech itself, to say the least,
was crypto-theological. Royalty, by this semi-religious terminology, was actually expounded in
terms of christological definitions. The jurists, styled by Roman Law so suggestively “Priests of
Justice,”26 developed in England not only a “Theology of Kingship”—this had become
customary everywhere on the Continent in the course of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries—
but worked out a genuine “Royal Christology.”This observation is not entirely new, though
hitherto hardly evaluated. Maitland made the very appropriate remark that these English jurists
were building up “a creed of royalty which shall take no shame if set beside the Athanasian
symbol.”27 The comparison which Maitland probably made in a half joking, half serious mood, is
perfectly sound and actually hits the main point. Indeed, in the arguments of the Tudor lawyers
—“one person, two bodies”—there seem to echo and reverberate the well known definitions of
the Symbol: “… non duo tamen, sed unus.… Unus autem non conversione divinitatis in carnem,
sed assumptione humanitatis in Deum.… Unus omnino, non confusione substantiae, sed unitate
personae.” And it may be recalled in this connection that the Athanasian Symbol remained
extraordinarily popular among the English laity, since at Cranmer’s suggestion it was
incorporated into the Book of Common Prayer. Contrariwise, this Creed was not adopted by the
continental Protestant Churches and fell somewhat into oblivion even among the members of
the Roman Church when it ceased to be recited regularly on Sundays and when the mediaeval



Livres d’Heures, which usually contained it, went out of fashion.28Reference, admittedly, might
be made to other Creeds as well. The legal arguments are reminiscent, above all, of the
“Unconfounded, unchanged, undivided, unseparated” of the Chalcedonian Creed.29 And
generally speaking, it is of great interest to notice how in sixteenth-century England, by the
efforts of the jurists to define effectively and accurately the King’s Two Bodies, all the
christological problems of the early Church concerning the Two Natures once more were
actualized and resuscitated in the early absolute monarchy. It is revealing, too, to examine
seriously that new Creed of Royalty on its “orthodoxy.” Any move in the direction of “Arianism”
may be excluded almost a priori, since the coequality of the king’s body natural with the body
politic during their “Association and Conjunction” is beyond any question; on the other hand, the
inferiority of the body natural per se to the body politic is not “Arian,” but is in perfect agreement
with the minor Patre secundum humanitatem of the orthodox Creed and recognized dogma. The
danger of a royal “Nestorianism” was certainly great at all times. However, it may be said that the
judges took pains to avoid a split of the two bodies by stressing continuously their unity, whereas
the other hidden rock of “Nestorianism”—the concept of a herolike meritorious advancement
from humanitas to divinitas—was not a problem at all in a hereditary monarchy in which the
predestination to rulership of the blood royal was not doubted. The frequent assertion that only
the king’s body natural could suffer from the “Infirmities that come by Nature or Accident,” and
that his body politic “is not subject to Passions or Death as the other is,” does away with any
possibility of a royal “Patripassianism” or “Sabellianism,” as was proven in 1649. Quite orthodox
is also the attitude towards “Donatism,” since the king’s acts are valid regardless of the personal
worthiness of the body natural, its “nonage or old age,” which imperfections “are wiped out by
the Body politic”; on the other hand, the sacramental problem of the king’s character indelibilis
would always remain a matter open to controversy.30 A touch of “Monophysitism” has been
indicated above and should probably not be denied: it resulted from the relative indifference to
the mortal “incarnation” or individuation of the body politic. The cry of the Puritans “We fight the
king to defend the King” clearly points in the monophysitic direction, and the concept of the
jurists concerning the continuity of repetitive incarnation of the body politic in exchangeable
bodies natural suggests anyhow a “noetic” interpretation of kingship. Considerable also was the
danger of a royal “Monotheletism,” since it is difficult to establish a clear distinction “between the
will of the Crown and what the king wants”; it must be admitted nevertheless that the crown
lawyers sometimes found an opportunity to distinguish also between the two wills, which
became the rule of the revolutionary Parliament in the seventeenth century.31The implication of
all this is not that the lawyers consciously borrowed from the acts of the early Councils, but that
the fiction of the King’s Two Bodies produced interpretations and definitions which perforce
would resemble those produced in view of the Two Natures of the God-man. Anyone familiar
with the christological discussions of the early centuries of the Christian era will be struck by the
similarity of speech and thought in the Inns of Court on the one hand, and in the early Church
Councils on the other; also, by the faithfulness with which the English jurists applied,



unconsciously rather than consciously, the current theological definitions to the defining of the
nature of kingship. Taken all by itself, this transference of definitions from one sphere to another,
from theology to law, is anything but surprising or even remarkable. The quid pro quo method—
the taking over of theological notions for defining the state—had been going on for many
centuries, just as, vice versa, in the early centuries of the Christian era the imperial political
terminology and the imperial ceremonial had been adapted to the needs of the Church.32The
religious strand within political theory was certainly strong during the age of the Reformation
when the divine right of secular powers was most emphatically proclaimed and when the words
of St. Paul “There is no power but of God” achieved a previously quite unknown importance with
regard to the subjection of the ecclesiastical sphere to the temporal.33 Despite all that, there is
no need either to make the religiously excited sixteenth century responsible for the definitions of
the Tudor lawyers, or to recall the Act of Supremacy through which the king became “pope in his
realm.” This does not preclude the possibility that corporational and other concepts defining the
papal power were directly transferred and purposely introduced into Tudor England to bolster
the royal power. However, the jurists’ custom of borrowing from ecclesiology and using
ecclesiastical language for secular purposes had its own tradition of long standing, for it was a
practice as legitimate as it was old to draw conclusions de similibus ad similia.It may be added
that the crypto-theological idiom was not the personal spleen of any single one among the Tudor
lawyers, nor was it restricted to a small coterie of judges. Individual judges, such as Justice
Brown, perhaps were inclined to push very far into the mystic regions. However, Plowden’s
Reports disclose the names of a respectable number of lawyers indulging in the quasi-
theological definitions of the King’s Two Bodies. Plowden tells us, for instance, how at
“Spooner’s,” that is, Spooner’s Hall in Fleet Street, the justices, serjeants, and apprentices were
eagerly discussing the case of the Duchy of Lancaster and arguing about whether the Duchy
had been vested in Henry VII in his capacity as king body natural or as King body politic.34This,
therefore, must have been the ordinary and conventional terminology of the English jurists of
that period and of the generations to follow. It is true that continental jurisprudence, too, arrived
at political doctrines concerning a dual majesty, a maiestas realis of the people and a maiestas
personalis of the emperor, along with a great number of similar distinctions.35 Continental
jurists, however, were unfamiliar with parliamentary institutions such as those developed in
England, where “Sovereignty” was identified not with the King alone or the people alone, but with
the “King in Parliament.” And whereas continental jurisprudence might easily attain to a concept
of the “State” in the abstract, or identify the Prince with that State, it never arrived at conceiving
of the Prince as a “corporation sole”—admittedly a hybrid of complicated ancestry—from which
the body politic as represented by Parliament could never be ruled out. At any rate, to the
English “physiologic” concept of the King’s Two Bodies the Continent did not offer an exact
parallel—neither terminologically nor conceptually.From English political thought, however, the
idiom of the King’s Two Bodies cannot easily be dismissed. Without those clarifying, if
sometimes confusing, distinctions between the King’s sempiternity and the king’s



temporariness, between his immaterial and immortal body politic and his material and mortal
body natural, it would have been next to impossible for Parliament to resort to a similar fiction
and summon, in the name and by the authority of Charles I, King body politic, the armies which
were to fight the same Charles I, king body natural.36 By the Declaration of the Lords and
Commons of May 27, 1642, the King body politic was retained in and by Parliament whereas the
king body natural was, so to say, frozen out.It is acknowledged [ran the parliamentary doctrine]
that the King is the Fountain of Justice and Protection, but the Acts of Justice and Protection are
not exercised in his own Person, nor depend upon his pleasure, but by his Courts and his
Ministers who must do their duty therein, though the King in his own Person should forbid them:
and therefore if Judgment should be given by them against the King’s Will and Personal
command, yet are they the King’s Judgments. The High Court of Parliament is not only a Court
of Judicature …, but it is likewise a Council … to preserve the publick Peace and Safety of the
Kingdom, and to declare the King’s pleasure in those things that are requisite thereunto, and
what they do herein hath the stamp of Royal Authority, although His Majesty … do in his own
Person oppose or interrupt the same.…37Shortly after the May resolutions of 1642, medallions
were struck showing the King in Parliament. We recognize, in the lower section of the reverse,
the Commons with their Speaker; in the upper, the Lords; and uppermost, on a dais of three
steps, the royal throne on which the king, visible in profile, is seated under a canopy (fig. 1).38
He is clearly the King body politic and head of the political body of the realm: the King in
Parliament whose task it was to stand together with Lords and Commons, and, if need be, even
against the king body natural. In this fashion, the parliamentary King did not cease being
included in the body of Parliament, nor was the king “in his own Person” as yet excluded. PRO
RELIGIONE·LEGE·REGE·ET·PARLIAMENTO said, on the obverse of one of those medallions,
the legend surrounding the portrait head of Charles I, king body natural. At the same time,
however, this body was admonished (on the portrait side of a similar medallion [fig. 1f]) by the
telling inscription: SHOULD HEAR BOTH HOUSES OF PARLIAMENT FOR TRUE RELIGION
AND SUBJECTS FREDOM STANDS. This inscription was a verbatim quotation from the
Houses’ Declaration of May 19, 1642, when Lords and Commons called upon the king “to be
advised by the wisdom of both Houses of Parliament.”39 But the king body natural no longer
could take advice from parliamentary wisdom; he had left Whitehall and London to take his
residence finally at Oxford. Another medallion, issued later in that year, epitomized a fuller story
(fig. 2).40 From the obverse of the new medallion the king’s personal image disappeared; we
see instead the picture of a ship—not the customary “Ship of the State,” but a battleship: the
Navy, since 1642, adhered to the parliamentary cause. The reverse remained seemingly
unchanged. Again we find the two Houses of Parliament and the King. The King, however, no
longer is seated on a dais. Visible to the knees only, he likens a picture framed by the canopy
curtains, very much like an apparition of the image of the Great Seal, or of its central part (fig.
3).41 It was, after all, by the authority of the Seal that Parliament acted against the individual
Charles I. The legend PRO:RELIGIONE:GREGE:ET:REGE, “For Religion, Flock, and King,” says



plainly enough for whom Parliament was fighting; and that remained true also after Charles I’s
portrait, as well as the ship, had been eliminated to be replaced by the portrait of the
commander-in-chief of the Parliamentary forces, Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex (fig. 1d),
whereas once more the reverse side, the King body politic in Parliament, survived without
change. In other words, the king body natural in Oxford had become a nuisance to Parliament;
but the King body politic still was useful: he still was present in Parliament, though only in his
seal image—an appropriate illustration of the concept justifying the Puritan cry of “fighting the
king to defend the King.”42Nor can the fiction of the King’s Two Bodies be thought of apart from
the later events when Parliament succeeded in trying “Charles Stuart, being admitted King of
England and therein trusted with a limited power,” for high treason, and finally in executing solely
the king’s body natural without affecting seriously or doing irreparable harm to the King’s body
politic—in contradistinction with the events in France, in 1793. There were very great and
serious advantages in the English doctrine of the King’s Two Bodies. For, as Justice Brown on
one occasion explained:43King is a Name of Continuance, which shall always endure as the
Head and Governor of the People (as the Law presumes) as long as the People continue …; and
in this Name the King never dies.1 Maitland, Sel. Ess., 109: “Whether this sort of talk was really
new about the year 1550, or whether it had gone unreported until Plowden arose, it were not
easy to say; but the Year Books have not prepared us for it.”2 Edmund Plowden, Commentaries
or Reports (London, 1816), 212a. The case is referred to by Coke, Rep., VII,10 (Calvin’s Case).3
Sir John Fortescue, The Governance of England, c.VI, ed. Charles Plummer (Oxford, 1885),
121; cf. 218f, and the quotation from the Song of Lewes (p.217). See also Fortescue’s De Natura
Legis Naturae, c.XXVI, which S. B. Chrimes quotes in extenso in his admirable edition of
Fortescue’s De Laudibus Legum Angliae (Cambridge, 1942), 154. See also De Laudibus, c.XIV,
ed. Chrimes, 34,27f, for related ideas.4 The king’s character angelicus has been mentioned in
modern literature quite frequently—see, e.g., Eduard Eichmann, “Königs- und Bischofsweihe,”
Sitz. Ber. bayer. Akad. (Munich, 1928), No.6, p.8; Max Hackelsperger, Bibel und mittelalterlicher
Reichsgedanke (Munich diss., 1934), 28,n.35; E. Kantorowicz, Laudes Regiae (Berkeley, 1946),
49,n.126—but the whole problem has as yet not been investigated. The places decisive for that
idea are found not only in the Bible, e.g., II Sam. 14: 17 and 20; of equal or greater importance is
probably the Hellenistic strand. See, for the concept according to which the king and the sage
represent a distinct third class, intermediary between gods and men, Erwin R. Goodenough,
The Politics of Philo Judaeus (New Haven, 1938), 98ff, and the same author’s “The Political
Philosophy of Hellenistic Kingship,” Yale Classical Studies, I (1928), 55-102, esp. 76ff,100f; the
treatises discussed by Goodenough have more recently been edited and commented by Louis
Delatte, Les traités de la royauté d’Ecphante, Diotogène et Sthénidas, Bibliothèque de la Faculté
de Philosophie et Lettres de l’Université de Liège, XCVII (Liège, 1942); see also Artur
Steinwenter, “NOMOΣ EMΨϒXOΣ: Zur Geschichte einer politischen Theorie,” Anzeiger der
Akademie der Wissenschaften in Wien, phil.-hist.Kl., LXXXIII (1946), 250-268, esp. 259ff. For
the early Christian concept, see, e.g., Günther Dehn, “Engel und Obrigkeit,” Theologische



Aufsätze Karl Barth zum 50. Geburtstag (Munich, 1936), 90ff; see also the criticism by Harald
Fuchs, Der geistige Widerstand gegen Rom in der antiken Welt (Berlin, 1938). 58f.5 Plowden,
Reports, 213; see below, Ch.VII,nos.302ff, for the Case of the Duchy of Lancaster.6 Plowden,
Reports, 220a, likewise a case referred to by Coke (above, n.2). For the Duchy of Lancaster, see
below, Ch.VII,nos.302ff.7 Plowden, Reports, 213a. The Latin maxim (see next note) was later
repeated, e.g., by Sir Edward Coke, The Second Part of the Institutes of the Laws of England
(London, 1681), 307: “Omne maius dignum trahit ad se minus dignum.” The maxim itself must
have been known in England since the 13th century at the latest; see Matthew Paris, ad a. 1216,
ed. Luard (Rolls Series), II,657, who reproduces the opinion of Pope Innocent III against French
barons venturing to condemn King John: “… per barones, tanquam inferiores, non potuit ad
mortem condemnari, quia maior dignitas quodam modo absorbet minorem.” For legal maxims in
English legal language at large, see David Ogg, Joannis Seldeni “Ad Fletam
Dissertatio” (Cambridge, 1925), Introd., pp.xlii-xlvi.8 For the hermaphrodite, see D.1,5,10.
Baldus refers to this decision of Ulpian when discussing the Gregorian decretal on the right of
advowson which, having both a laical and a clerical character, appeared as quid mixtum
comparable to the hermaphrodite—or to the King’s Two Bodies. See Baldus’ gloss on c.3 X
2,1,n.7, In Decretalium volumen (Venice, 1580), fol.152v, with many other allegations and the
conclusion: “Item quando ex duobus extremis fit unio, remanentibus qualitatibus extremorum,
magis principale et magis notabile aliud ad se trahit.” See further the (also medically interesting)
legal opinion concerning the hermaphrodite in the house of Malaspina; Baldus, Consilia (Venice,
1575), III,237,n.1, fol.67v. The Glossa ordinaria (Bernard of Parma) on c.3 X 2,1, alludes also to
that maxim: “Nota quod causa mixta inter spiritualem et civilem magis sequitur natura[m]
spiritualis quam civilis … et sic quod est minus dignum in sui substantia, maioris est efficaciae
quo ad iurisdictionem.” Baldus himself referred to that maxim repeatedly; see, e.g., on
C.9,1,5,n.4, Commentaria in Codicem (Venice, 1586), fol.194v, or on C.6,43,2,n.1, fol.157v,
which fits the later English theory not badly: “Nota quod in unitis ad invicem, dignius trahit ad se
minus dignum. Item quod plurimum potest, trahit ad se quod nimium potest et communicat illi
suam propriam dignitatem et privilegia.” See also the Glossa ordinaria on the Decretals
(Johannes Teutonicus), on c.3 X 340, where the maxim is applied to the holy oils: “Item oleum
non consecratum potest commisceri oleo consecrato et dicetur totum consecratum,” to which
the glossator remarks, v. consecratum: “Et ita sacrum tanquam dignius trahit ad se non
sacrum.” (I owe the knowledge of this passage as well as that from Lucas de Penna [below] to
the kind interest of Professor Gaines Post.) Further, and once more in connection with
advowson, Johannes Andreae, Novella in Decretales, on c.un. VI 3,19,n.12 (Venice, 1612),
fol.126; and, referring to delegate judges, Hostiensis (Henry of Segusia), Summa aurea, on X
1,29,n.9 (Venice, 1586), col.297; see also Oldradus de Ponte, Consilia, XVII,n.1 (Lyon, 1550),
fol.7v. For the civilians, see, e.g., the Neapolitan jurist Lucas de Penna, Commentaria in Tres
Libros, on C.10,5,1,n.17 (Lyon, 1597), p. 33: “Quotiens enim maius minori coniungitur, maius
trahit ad se minus …” See also, for the related idea of the superior judge engulfing the power of



the inferior, Frederick II’s Liber augustalis, I,41 (Edition: Cervone, Naples, 1773, which contains
the gloss), 93: “… minori lumine per luminare maius superveniens obscurato,” a passage to
which the 13th-century glossator Marinus de Caramanico (ibid., 93) remarks: “maior causa trahit
ad se minorem,” with a reference to D.5,1,54; see also, for the same idea in the form of an
hexameter, Nicolaus de Braia, Gesta Ludovici Octavi, line 643, in Bouquet, Recueil des
historiens, XVII,323: “Ut maiore minus cecetur lumine lumen.” See also, on the gloss of Marinus
de Caramanico, Matthaeus de Afflictis, In utriusque Siciliae … Constitutiones novissima
praelectio (Venice, 1562), I, fol.167. The maxim seems to stem from Paulus, Sententiae, I,12,8:
“maior enim quaestio minorem causam ad se trahit”; see Fontes iuris romani anteiustiniani, ed.
S. Riccobono et alii (Florence, 1940), II,330, and D.5,1,54.9 Plowden, Reports, 238, a case later
referred to by Coke, Reports, VII,32. That the body politic “wipes away imperfection” was
common opinion; see, e.g., Bacon, Post-Nati, in: Works of Sir Francis Bacon, ed. J. Spedding
and D. D. Heath (London, 1892), VII,668: “The body politic of the Crown indueth the natural
person of the King with these perfections: … that if he were attainted before, the very
assumption of the Crown purgeth it.” See also Blackstone, Comm., I,c.7,248: “If the heir to the
crown were attainted of treason or felony, and afterwards the crown should descend to him, this
would purge the attainder ipso facto.” The theory was fully developed in England by 1485 when,
in the Exchequer Chamber, the justices concurred with regard to Henry VII “que le Roy fuist
personable et discharge dascun attainder eo facto que il prist sur le Raigne et estre roy.…” See
Chrimes, Const. Ideas, Appendix 74, p. 378, cf. p. 51. This doctrine is in fact the secularization of
the purging power of the sacraments. See, for Byzantium, the opinion of Theodore Balsamon
(PGr, CXXXVII,1156), who held that the emperor’s consecration had the same effects as
baptism, so that in the case of the Emperor John Tzimisces (969-978) that act did away with all
the crimes and sins of his former life. The same idea was advocated in France, under King
Charles V, by Jean Golein: the king by his anointment is telement nettoié des ses pechiez that
he likens a newly baptized; see Marc Bloch, Les rois thaumaturges (Strasbourg, 1924), 483;
also George H. Williams, Norman Anonymous (below, Ch.III,n.1), 159f. See, for a few related
cases (Matrimony, Holy Orders), Kantorowicz, “The Carolingian King in the Bible of San Paolo
fuori le Mura,” Late Classical and Mediaeval Studies in Honor of Albert Mathias Friend, Jr.
(Princeton, 1954), 293.10 Plowden, Reports, 238a.11 Ibid., 242.12 Ibid., 233a, 242a.13 Ibid.,
233a, quoted by Blackstone, Comm., I,249. In common speech, the idiom of the king’s demise,
signifying in a technical sense “a Removal of the Body politic … from one Body natural to
another,” hardly antedates the era of the Wars of the Roses in the 15th century when each
transfer of power from Lancaster to York and back was legally interpreted as the demise of the
defeated king. The word, however, was used before, e.g., in 1388, when a plea was said to have
gone “without day” (that is, in court) par demys le Roy (Edward III). See below, Ch.VII,n.195.14
Plowden, Reports, 177a. The mentioning of the title was essential and often decisive because
legally it made a great difference whether persons celebrati sunt nomine dignitatis or by their
proper names; see Baldus, Consilia, III,159,n.5 (Venice, 1575), 45v, or, for England, Maitland,



Sel. Ess., 77, where a chaplain uses only his corporate name, that is, that of his chantry. See
below, Ch.VII, nos.298f. See also Year Books, 8 Edward II (1315), Y. B. Series, XVIII (Selden
Society, XXXVII; 1920), 202f.15 One is reminded of Leo the Great’s Ad Flavianum (ep.
XXVIII,c.3), PL, LIV,765: “… et mori posset ex uno, et mori non posset ex altero.”16 Plowden,
Reports, 455a.17 See, for a parallel case, Bacon, Post-Nati, 657f: Sir William Paulet, on account
of his offices, would have been entitled to have 13 chaplains: “he had but one soul, though he
had three offices.”18 Coke. Reports, VII,10-10a.19 That the body politic had no soul was a
current argument of the lawyers; see, e.g., Coke, Rep., VII,10a (“of itself it hath neither soul nor
body”). The argument is very old and goes back to the beginning of corporational doctrines; see
Gierke, Gen.R., III,282,n.112.20 Gierke, Gen.R., III,517,546ff; Maitland, in the introduction to his
translation of Gierke (Political Theories of the Middle Age [Cambridge, 1927], p. xi,n.1) styles
Plowden’s quotations “a late instance of this old concept.”21 Plowden, Reports, 261; cf.
Maitland, Sel. Ess., 110.22 Coke, Rep., VII,10 (Calvin’s Case). See below, Ch. VII,n.312.23 For
the state as a corpus mysticum, see below, Chapter v.24 In Coke’s Reports much information
can be found, especially in Calvin’s Case; see also Rep., VII,32. It is, however, noteworthy that
Coke refers in most of those cases to Plowden’s Reports as evidence.25 Coke, Rep., VII,11a.26
D.1,1,1 (“… quis nos sacerdotes appellet. Justitiam namque colimus”) was, of course, a
frequently quoted passage; see, for England, e.g., Bracton, De legibus et consuetudinibus
Angliae, fol.3, ed. G. E. Woodbine (New Haven, 1992), II,24; Fortescue, De Laudibus, c.III, ed.
Chrimes, 8. See below, Ch.IV, nos.94ff.27 Pollock and Maitland, History, I,511.28 G. Morin,
“L’Origine du Symbole d’Athanase,” Journal of Theological Studies, XII (1911), 169,n.2.29
August Hahn, Bibliothek der Symbole und Glaubensregeln der alten Kirche (3rd ed., Breslau,
1897), 174ff, for the Athanasian, and 166ff, for the Chalcedonian Creed.30 See below, Ch.II,
n.22.31 See Kenneth Pickthorn, Early Tudor Government: Henry VII (Cambridge, 1934), 159,
with reference to the Abbot of Waltham’s Case; for the case itself, see T. F. T. Plucknett, “The
Lancastrian Constitution,” Tudor Studies, ed. by R. W. Seton-Watson (London, 1924), 172ff; see
also, concerning the “will” of corporations, Gierke, Gen.R., III,308ff,390ff, and Maitland’s
Introduction to Gierke, Political Theories, p.xi. For Puritan slogans, see below, n.42.32 The
numerous studies of A. Alföldi (esp. in Mitteilungen des deutschen archäologischen Instituts:
Römische Abteilung, vols. XLIX and L, 1934-35) and, more recently, a study by Th. Klauser, Der
Ursprung der bischöflichen Insignien und Ehrenrechte (Bonner Akademische Reden, I; Krefeld,
1948), have shed much light on that development.33 Gierke, Johannes Althusius (Breslau,
1913), 64.34 Plowden, Reports, 212a; cf. 220a, for Spooner’s Hall.35 See, e.g., Gierke, Gen.R.,
IV,219,315ff, and passim; also 247ff. Neither the doctrine of the “Dual Sovereignty” (people and
king) nor the distinction between the king as King and as private person, which of course was
well established also on the Continent, matches exactly the English “physiological” fiction of the
King’s Two Bodies. Moreover, English custom apparently tried to reduce the king’s “privacy” so
far as possible by recording all royal actions once the body natural “has the Estate royal united to
it, which can do nothing without record”; cf. Plowden, Reports, 213a. Some of these differences



have been touched upon by Maitland, in his Introduction to Gierke, Political Theories, p.xi and
passim.36 For the Declaration, see C. Stephenson and F. G. Marcham, Sources of English
Constitutional History (New York, 1937), 488; C. H. McIlwain, The High Court of Parliament (New
Haven, 1934), 352f and 389f. See also S. R. Gardiner, The Fall of the Monarchy of Charles I
(London, 1882), II,420 and passim. David Hume, History of England (New York, 1880), V,102
(Year 1642), interestingly overrated the originality of Parliament when he assumed that it was
“inventing a distinction hitherto unheard of, between the office and the person of the king.” The
distinction, all by itself, was many centuries old and known in England as well (Declaration of the
Barons in 1308); but Parliament pushed it to extremes in view of its application.37 See McIlwain,
High Court, 389f, including his quotation from John Allan: “… it is obvious that the two houses
not only separated the politic from the natural capacity of the King, but transferred to themselves
the sovereign authority attributed to him by lawyers in his ideal character.”38 E. Hawkins,
Medallic Illustrations of the History of Great Britain and Ireland (London, 1911), pl.XXV,5-6; also
E. Hawkins, A. W. Franks, and H. A. Grueber, Medallic Illustrations (London, 1885), I,292f,
Nos.108f. Fig.1.c, is a medallion (no reverse image) in the Collection of the American
Numismatic Society, in New York. I am greatly obliged to Dr. Henry Grunthal for calling my
attention to this piece and providing me with a photo.39 Ibid., 292, No.108, and, for the other
legend, No.109.40 Ibid., pl.XXV,7, and p.292.41 Trésor de numismatique et de glyptique:
Sceaux des rois et reines d’Angleterre (Paris, 1858), pl.XX; W. de Gray Birch, Catalogue of Seals
in the Department of Manuscripts in the British Museum (London, 1887), I,63,No.597,
describing the Fifth Seal, which is identical with the Fourth used 1640-1644.42 See, for the
Puritan slogans (some in poetical form), Ethyn Kirby, William Prynne, a Study in Puritanism
(Harvard, 1931), 60, and, for the badges of Essex, Hawkins, pl.XXV,10-11, and I,p.295,
No.113.43 Plowden, Reports, 177a.CHAPTER IISHAKESPEARE: KING RICHARD IITWIN-
BORN with greatness, subject to the breathOf every fool, whose sense no more can feelBut his
own wringing. What infinite heart’s easeMust kings neglect that private men enjoy!.…What kind
of god art thou, that suffer’st moreOf mortal griefs than do thy worshippers?Such are, in
Shakespeare’s play, the meditations of King Henry V on the godhead and manhood of a king.1
The king is “twin-born” not only with greatness but also with human nature, hence “subject to the
breath of every fool.”It was the humanly tragic aspect of royal “gemination” which Shakespeare
outlined and not the legal capacities which English lawyers assembled in the fiction of the King’s
Two Bodies. However, the legal jargon of the “two Bodies” scarcely belonged to the arcana of the
legal guild alone. That the king “is a Corporation in himself that liveth ever,” was a commonplace
found in a simple dictionary of legal terms such as Dr. John Cowell’s Interpreter (1607);2 and
even at an earlier date the gist of the concept of kingship which Plowden’s Reports reflected,
had passed into the writings of Joseph Kitchin (1580)3 and Richard Crompton (1594).4
Moreover, related notions were carried into public when, in 1603, Francis Bacon suggested for
the crowns of England and Scotland, united in James I, the name of “Great Britain” as an
expression of the “perfect union of bodies, politic as well as natural.”5 That Plowden’s Reports



were widely known is certainly demonstrated by the phrase “The case is altered, quoth
Plowden,” which was used proverbially in England before and after 1600.6 The suggestion that
Shakespeare may have known a case (Hales v. Petit) reported by Plowden, does not seem far-
fetched,7 and it gains strength on the ground that the anonymous play Thomas of Woodstock, of
which Shakespeare “had his head full of echoes” and in which he may even have acted,8 ends
in the pun: “for I have plodded in Plowden, and can find no law.”9 Besides, it would have been
very strange if Shakespeare, who mastered the lingo of almost every human trade, had been
ignorant of the constitutional and judicial talk which went on around him and which the jurists of
his days applied so lavishly in court. Shakespeare’s familiarity with legal cases of general
interest cannot be doubted, and we have other evidence of his association with the students at
the Inns and his knowledge of court procedure.10Admittedly, it would make little difference
whether or not Shakespeare was familiar with the subtleties of legal speech. The poet’s vision of
the twin nature of a king is not dependent on constitutional support, since such vision would
arise very naturally from a purely human stratum. It therefore may appear futile even to pose the
question whether Shakespeare applied any professional idiom of the jurists of his time, or try to
determine the die of Shakespeare’s coinage. It seems all very trivial and irrelevant, since the
image of the twinned nature of a king, or even of man in general, was most genuinely
Shakespeare’s own and proper vision. Nevertheless, should the poet have chanced upon the
legal definitions of kingship, as probably he could not have failed to do when conversing with his
friends at the Inns, it will be easily imagined how apropos the simile of the King’s Two Bodies
would have seemed to him. It was anyhow the live essence of his art to reveal the numerous
planes active in any human being, to play them off against each other, to confuse them, or to
preserve their equilibrium, depending all upon the pattern of life he bore in mind and wished to
create anew. How convenient then to find those ever contending planes, as it were, legalised by
the jurists’ royal “christology” and readily served to him!The legal concept of the King’s Two
Bodies cannot, for other reasons, be separated from Shakespeare. For if that curious image,
which from modern constitutional thought has vanished all but completely, still has a very real
and human meaning today, this is largely due to Shakespeare. It is he who has eternalized that
metaphor. He has made it not only the symbol, but indeed the very substance and essence of
one of his greatest plays: The Tragedy of King Richard II is the tragedy of the King’s Two
Bodies.Perhaps it is not superfluous to indicate that the Shakespearian Henry V, as he bemoans
a king’s twofold estate, immediately associates that image with King Richard II. King Henry’s
soliloquies precede directly that brief intermezzo in which he conjures the spirit of his father’s
predecessor and to the historic essence of which posterity probably owes that magnificent ex-
voto known as the Wilton Diptych.11Not to-day, O Lord!O! not to-day, think not upon the faultMy
father made in encompassing the crown.I Richard’s body have interr’d anew,And on it have
bestow’d more contrite tears,Than from it issu’d forced drops of blood.(IV.i.312ff)Musing over his
own royal fate, over the king’s two-natured being, Shakespeare’s Henry V is disposed to recall
Shakespeare’s Richard II, who—at least in the poet’s concept—appears as the prototype of that



“kind of god that suffers more of mortal griefs than do his worshippers.”It appears relevant to the
general subject of this study, and also otherwise worth our while, to inspect more closely the
varieties of royal “duplications” which Shakespeare has unfolded in the three bewildering central
scenes of Richard II.12 The duplications, all one, and all simultaneously active, in Richard
—“Thus play I in one person many people” (V.v.31)—are those potentially present in the King,
the Fool, and the God. They dissolve, perforce, in the Mirror. Those three prototypes of “twin-
birth” intersect and overlap and interfere with each other continuously. Yet, it may be felt that the
“King” dominates in the scene on the Coast of Wales (III.ii), the “Fool” at Flint Castle (III.iii), and
the “God” in the Westminster scene (IV.i), with Man’s wretchedness as a perpetual companion
and antithesis at every stage. Moreover, in each one of those three scenes we encounter the
same cascading: from divine kingship to kingship’s “Name,” and from the name to the naked
misery of man.Gradually, and only step by step, does the tragedy proper of the King’s Two
Bodies develop in the scene on the Welsh coast. There is as yet no split in Richard when, on his
return from Ireland, he kisses the soil of his kingdom and renders that famous, almost too often
quoted, account of the loftiness of his royal estate. What he expounds is, in fact, the indelible
character of the king’s body politic, god-like or angel-like. The balm of consecration resists the
power of the elements, the “rough rude sea,” sinceThe breath of worldly man cannot deposeThe
deputy elected by the Lord.(III.ii.54ff)Man’s breath appears to Richard as something inconsistent
with kingship. Carlisle, in the Westminster scene, will emphasize once more that God’s Anointed
cannot be judged “by inferior breath” (IV.i. 128). It will be Richard himself who “with his own
breath” releases at once kingship and subjects (IV.i.210), so that finally King Henry V, after the
destruction of Richard’s divine kingship, could rightly complain that the king is “subject to the
breath of every fool.”13When the scene (III.ii) begins, Richard is, in the most exalted fashion, the
“deputy elected by the Lord” and “God’s substitute … anointed in his sight” (I.ii.37). Still is he the
one that in former days gave “good ear” to the words of his crony, John Busshy, Speaker of the
Commons in 1397, who, when addressing the king, “did not attribute to him titles of honour, due
and accustomed, but invented unused termes and such strange names, as were rather
agreeable to the divine maiestie of God, than to any earthly potentate.”14 He still appears the
one said to have asserted that the “Laws are in the King’s mouth, or sometimes in his breast,”15
and to have demanded that “if he looked at anyone, that person had to bend the knee.”16 He still
is sure of himself, of his dignity, and even of the help of the celestial hosts, which are at his
disposal.For every man that Bolingbroke hath press’d …,God for his Richard hath in heavenly
payA glorious angel.(III.ii.60)This glorious image of kingship “By the Grace of God” does not last.
It slowly fades, as the bad tidings trickle in. A curious change in Richard’s attitude—as it were, a
metamorphosis from “Realism” to “Nominalism”—now takes place. The Universal called
“Kingship” begins to disintegrate; its transcendental “Reality,” its objective truth and god-like
existence, so brilliant shortly before, pales into a nothing, a nomen.17 And the remaining half-
reality resembles a state of amnesia or of sleep.I had forgot myself, am I not king?Awake thou
coward majesty! thou sleepest,Is not the king’s name twenty thousand names?Arm, arm, my



name! A puny subject strikesAt thy great glory.(III.ii.83ff)This state of half-reality, of royal oblivion
and slumber, adumbrates the royal “Fool” of Flint Castle. And similarly the divine prototype of
gemination, the God-man, begins to announce its presence, as Richard alludes to Judas’
treason:Snakes, in my heart-blood warm’d, that sting my heart!Three Judases, each one thrice
worse than Judas!(III.ii.131)It is as though it has dawned upon Richard that his vicariate of the
God Christ might imply also a vicariate of the man Jesus, and that he, the royal “deputy elected
by the Lord,” might have to follow his divine Master also in his human humiliation and take the
cross.However, neither the twin-born Fool nor the twin-born God are dominant in that scene.
Only their nearness is forecast, while to the fore there steps the body natural and mortal of the
king:Let’s talk of graves, of worms and epitaphs …(III.ii.145ff)Not only does the king’s manhood
prevail over the godhead of the Crown, and mortality over immortality; but, worse than that,
kingship itself seems to have changed its essence. Instead of being unaffected “by Nonage or
Old Age and other natural Defects and Imbecilities,” kingship itself comes to mean Death, and
nothing but Death. And the long procession of tortured kings passing in review before Richard’s
eyes is proof of that change:For God’s sake let us sit upon the ground,And tell sad stories of the
death of kings—How some have been deposed, some slain in war,Some haunted by the ghosts
they have deposed,Some poisoned by their wives, some sleeping killed;All murdered—for within
the hollow crownThat rounds the mortal temples of a king,Keeps Death his court, and there the
antic sitsScoffing his state and grinning at his pomp,Allowing him a breath, a little scene,To
monarchize, be feared, and kill with looks,Infusing him with self and vain conceit,As if the flesh
which walls about our life,Were brass impregnable: and humoured thus,Comes at the last, and
with a little pinBores through his castle wall, and farewell king!(III.ii.155ff)The king that “never
dies” here has been replaced by the king that always dies and suffers death more cruelly than
other mortals. Gone is the oneness of the body natural with the immortal body politic, “this
double Body, to which no Body is equal” (above, p. 12). Gone also is the fiction of royal
prerogatives of any kind, and all that remains is the feeble human nature of a king:mock not flesh
and bloodWith solemn reverence, throw away respect,Tradition, form, and ceremonious duty,For
you have but mistook me all this while:I live with bread like you, feel want,Taste grief, need friends
—subjected thus,How can you say to me, I am a king?(III.ii.171ff)The fiction of the oneness of
the double body breaks apart. Godhead and manhood of the King’s Two Bodies, both clearly
outlined with a few strokes, stand in contrast to each other. A first low is reached. The scene now
shifts to Flint Castle.The structure of the second great scene (III.iii) resembles the first. Richard’s
kingship, his body politic, has been hopelessly shaken, it is true; but still there remains, though
hollowed out, the semblance of kingship. At least this might be saved. “Yet looks he like a king,”
states York at Flint Castle (III.iii.68); and in Richard’s temper there dominates, at first, the
consciousness of his royal dignity. He had made up his mind beforehand to appear a king at the
Castle:A king, woe’s slave, shall kingly woe obey.(III.iii.210)He acts accordingly; he snorts at
Northumberland who has omitted the vassal’s and subject’s customary genuflection before his
liege lord and the deputy of God:We are amazed, and thus long have we stoodTo watch the



fearful bending of thy knee,Because we thought ourself thy lawful king:And if we be, how dare
thy joints forgetTo pay their awful duty to our presence?(III.iii.73ff)The “cascades” then begin to
fall as they did in the first scene. The celestial hosts are called upon once more, this time
avenging angels and “armies of pestilence,” which God is said to muster in his clouds—“on our
behalf” (III.iii.85f). Again the “Name” of kingship plays its part:O, that I were as greatAs is my
grief, or lesser than my name!(III.iii. 136)Must (the king) loseThe name of king? a God’s name,
let it go.(III.iii.145f)From the shadowy name of kingship there leads, once more, the path to new
disintegration. No longer does Richard impersonate the mystic body of his subjects and the
nation. It is a lonely man’s miserable and mortal nature that replaces the king as King:I’ll give my
jewels for a set of beads:My gorgeous palace for a hermitage:My gay apparel for an almsman’s
gown:My figured goblets for a dish of wood:My sceptre for a palmer’s walking-staff:My subjects
for a pair of carved saints,And my large kingdom for a little grave,A little little grave, an obscure
grave.(III.iii.147ff)The shiver of those anaphoric clauses is followed by a profusion of gruesome
images of High-Gothic macabresse. However, the second scene—different from the first—does
not end in those outbursts of self-pity which recall, not a Dance of Death, but a dance around
one’s own grave. There follows a state of even greater abjectness.The new note, indicating a
change for the worse, is struck when Northumberland demands that the king come down into
the base court of the castle to meet Bolingbroke, and when Richard, whose personal badge was
the “Sun emerging from a cloud,” retorts in a language of confusing brightness and terrifying
puns:Down, down I come like glist’ring Phaethon:Wanting the manage of unruly jades.…In the
base court? Base court, where kings grow base,To come at traitors’ calls, and do them grace.In
the base court? Come down? Down court! down king!For night-owls shriek where mounting
larks should sing.(III.iii. 178ff)It has been noticed at different times how prominent a place is held
in Richard II by the symbolism of the Sun (fig. 4), and occasionally a passage reads like the
description of a Roman Oriens Augusti coin (III.ii.36-53; cf. fig. 32c).18 The Sun imagery, as inter-
woven in Richard’s answer, reflects the “splendour of the catastrophe” in a manner remindful of
Brueghel’s Icarus and Lucifer’s fall from the empyrean, reflecting also those “shreds of glow.…
That round the limbs of fallen angels hover.” On the other hand, the “traitors’ calls” may be
reminiscent of the “three Judases” in the foregoing scene. In general, however, biblical imagery
is unimportant at Flint Castle: it is saved for the Westminster scene. At Flint, there is another
vision which, along with foolish Phaethons and Icari, the poet now produces.I talk but idly, and
you laugh at me,remarks Richard (III.iii.171), growing self-conscious and embarrassed. The
sudden awkwardness is noticed by Northumberland, too:Sorrow and grief of heartMakes him
speak fondly like a frantic man.(III.iii.185)Shakespeare, in that scene, conjures up the image of
another human being, the Fool, who is two-in-one and whom the poet otherwise introduces so
often as counter-type of lords and kings. Richard II plays now the rôles of both: fool of his royal
self and fool of kingship. Therewith, he becomes somewhat less than merely “man” or (as on the
Beach) “king body natural.” However, only in that new rôle of Fool—a fool playing king, and a
king playing fool—is Richard capable of greeting his victorious cousin and of playing to the end,



with Bolingbroke in genuflection before him, the comedy of his brittle and dubious kingship.
Again he escapes into “speaking fondly,” that is, into puns:Fair cousin, you debase your princely
knee,To make the base earth proud with kissing it.…Up, cousin, up—your heart is up, I
know,Thus high (touching his own head) at least, although your knee be low.(III.iii.190ff)The
jurists had claimed that the king’s body politic is utterly void of “natural Defects and Imbecilities.”
Here, however, “Imbecility” seems to hold sway. And yet, the very bottom has not been reached.
Each scene, progressively, designates a new low. “King body natural” in the first scene, and
“Kingly Fool” in the second: with those two twin-born beings there is associated, in the half-
sacramental abdication scene, the twin-born deity as an even lower estate. For the “Fool” marks
the transition from “King” to “God,” and nothing could be more miserable, it seems, than the God
in the wretchedness of man.As the third scene (IV.i) opens, there prevails again—now for the
third time—the image of sacramental kingship. On the Beach of Wales, Richard himself had
been the herald of the loftiness of kingship by right divine; at Flint Castle, he had made it his
“program” to save at least the face of a king and to justify the “Name,” although the title no longer
fitted his condition; at Westminster, he is incapable of expounding his kingship himself. Another
person will speak for him and interpret the image of God-established royalty; and very fittingly, a
bishop. The Bishop of Carlisle now plays the logothetes; he constrains, once more, the rex
imago Dei to appear:What subject can give sentence on his king?And who sits here that is not
Richard’s subject? …And shall the figure of God’s majesty,His captain, steward, deputy-
elect,Anointed, crowned, planted many years,Be judged by subject and inferior breath,And he
himself not present? O, forfend it, God,That in a Christian climate souls refinedShould show so
heinous, black, obscene a deed!(IV.i.121ff)Those are, in good mediaeval fashion, the features of
the vicarius Dei. And it likewise agrees with mediaeval tradition that the Bishop of Carlisle views
the present against the background of the Biblical past. True, he leaves it to Richard to draw the
final conclusions and to make manifest the resemblance of the humbled king with the humbled
Christ. Yet, it is the bishop who, as it were, prepares the Biblical climate by prophesying future
horrors and foretelling England’s Golgotha:Disorder, horror, fear, and mutinyShall here inhabit,
and this land be calledThe field of Golgotha and dead men’s skulls.(IV.i.142ff)The bishop, for his
bold speech, was promptly arrested; but into the atmosphere prepared by him there enters King
Richard.When led into Westminster Hall, he strikes the same chords as the bishop, those of
Biblicism. He points to the hostile assembly, to the lords surrounding Bolingbroke:Did they not
sometimes cry ‘all hail’ to me?So Judas did to Christ: But He, in twelve,Found truth in all, but
one: I in twelve thousand, none.(IV.i.169)For the third time the name of Judas is cited to
stigmatize the foes of Richard. Soon the name of Pilate will follow and make the implied parallel
unequivocal. But before being delivered up to his judges and his cross, King Richard has to “un-
king” himself.The scene in which Richard “undoes his kingship” and releases his body politic into
thin air, leaves the spectator breathless. It is a scene of sacramental solemnity, since the
ecclesiastical ritual of undoing the effects of consecration is no less solemn or of less weight
than the ritual which has built up the sacramental dignity. Not to mention the rigid punctilio which



was observed at the ousting of a Knight of the Garter or the Golden Fleece,19 there had been
set a famous precedent by Pope Celestine V who, in the Castel Nuovo at Naples, had “undone”
himself by stripping off from his body, with his own hands, the insignia of the dignity which he
resigned—ring, tiara, and purple. But whereas Pope Celestine resigned his dignity to his
electors, the College of Cardinals, Richard, the hereditary king, resigned his office to God—Deo
ius suum resignavit.20 The Shakespearian scene in which Richard “undoes himself with
hierophantic solemnity,” has attracted the attention of many a critic, and Walter Pater has called it
very correctly an inverted rite, a rite of degradation and a long agonizing ceremony in which the
order of coronation is reversed.21 Since none is entitled to lay finger on the Anointed of God and
royal bearer of a character indelibilis,22 King Richard, when defrocking himself, appears as his
own celebrant:Am I both priest and clerk? well then, amen.(IV.i.173)Bit by bit he deprives his
body politic of the symbols of its dignity and exposes his poor body natural to the eyes of the
spectators:Now mark me how I will undo myself:I give this heavy weight from off my head,And
this unwieldy sceptre from my hand,The pride of kingly sway from out my heart;With mine own
tears I wash away my balm,With mine own hands I give away my crown,With mine own tongue
deny my sacred state,With mine own breath release all duteous oaths:All pomp and majesty do I
foreswear.…(IV.i.203ff)Self-deprived of all his former glories, Richard seems to fly back to his old
trick of Flint Castle, to the rôle of Fool, as he renders to his “successor” some double-edged
acclamations.23 This time, however, the fool’s cap is of no avail. Richard declines to “ravel out
his weaved-up follies,” which his cold-efficient foe Northumberland demands him to read aloud.
Nor can he shield himself behind his “Name.” This, too, is gone irrevocably:I have no name.…
And know not now what name to call myself.(IV.i.254ff)In a new flash of inventiveness, he tries to
hide behind another screen. He creates a new split, a chink for his former glory through which to
escape and thus to survive. Over against his lost outward kingship he sets an inner kingship,
makes his true kingship to retire to inner man, to soul and mind and “regal thoughts”:You may my
glories and my state depose,But not my griefs, still am I king of those.(IV.i.192ff)Invisible his
kingship, and relegated to within: visible his flesh, and exposed to contempt and derision or to
pity and mockery—there remains but one parallel to his miserable self: the derided Son of man.
Not only Northumberland, so Richard exclaims, will be found “damned in the book of heaven,”
but others as well:Nay, all of you, that stand and look upon me,Whilst that my wretchedness doth
bait myself,Though some of you, with Pilate, wash your hands,Showing an outward pity; yet you
PilatesHave here delivered me to my sour cross,And water cannot wash away your sin.
(IV.i.237)It is not at random that Shakespeare introduces here, as antitype of Richard, the image
of Christ before Pilate, mocked as King of the Jews and delivered to the cross. Shakespeare’s
sources, contemporary with the events, had transmitted that scene in a similar light.At this hour
did he (Bolingbroke) remind me of Pilate, who caused our Lord Jesus Christ to be scourged at
the stake, and afterwards had him brought before the multitude of the Jews, saying, “Fair Sirs,
behold your king!” who replied, “Let him be crucified!” Then Pilate washed his hands of it, saying,
“I am innocent of the just blood.” And so he delivered our Lord unto them. Much in the like



manner did Duke Henry, when he gave up his rightful lord to the rabble of London, in order that,
if they should put him to death, he might say, “I am innocent of this deed.”24The parallel of
Bolingbroke-Richard and Pilate-Christ reflects a widespread feeling among the anti-Lancastrian
groups. Such feeling was revived, to some extent, in Tudor times. But this is not important here;
for Shakespeare, when using the biblical comparison, integrates it into the entire development of
Richard’s misery, of which the nadir has as yet not been reached. The Son of man, despite his
humiliation and the mocking, remained the deus absconditus, remained the “concealed God”
with regard to inner man, just as Shakespeare’s Richard would trust for a moment’s length in his
concealed inner kingship. This inner kingship, however, dissolved too. For of a sudden Richard
realizes that he, when facing his Lancastrian Pilate, is not at all like Christ, but that he himself,
Richard, has his place among the Pilates and Judases, because he is no less a traitor than the
others, or is even worse than they are: he is a traitor to his own immortal body politic and to
kingship such as it had been to his day:Mine eyes are full of tears, I cannot see.…But they can
see a sort of traitors here.Nay, if I turn mine eyes upon myself,I find myself a traitor with the
rest:For I have given here my soul’s consentT’undeck the pompous body of a king.…
(IV.i.244)That is, the king body natural becomes a traitor to the king body politic, to the
“pompous body of a king.” It is as though Richard’s self-indictment of treason anticipated the
charge of 1649, the charge of high treason committed by the king against the King.This
cleavage is not yet the climax of Richard’s duplications, since the splitting of his personality will
be continued without mercy. Once more does there emerge that metaphor of “Sun-kingship.” It
appears, however, in the reverse order, when Richard breaks into that comparison of singular
imagination:O, that I were a mockery king of snow,Standing before the sun of Bolingbroke,To
melt myself away in water-drops!(IV.i.260ff)But it is not before that new Sun—symbol of divine
majesty throughout the play—that Richard “melts himself away,” and together with his self also
the image of kingship in the early liturgical sense;25 it is before his own ordinary face that there
dissolves both his bankrupt majesty and his nameless manhood.The mirror scene is the climax
of that tragedy of dual personality. The looking-glass has the effects of a magic mirror, and
Richard himself is the wizard who, comparable to the trapped and cornered wizard in the fairy
tales, is forced to set his magic art to work against himself. The physical face which the mirror
reflects, no longer is one with Richard’s inner experience, his outer appearance, no longer
identical with inner man. “Was this the face?” The treble question and the answers to it reflect
once more the three main facets of the double nature—King, God (Sun), and Fool:Was this the
faceThat every day under his household roofDid keep ten thousand men?Was this the faceThat,
like the sun, did make beholders wink?Was this the face, that faced so many follies,And was at
last outfaced by Bolingbroke?(IV.i.281)When finally, at the “brittle glory” of his face, Richard
dashes the mirror to the ground, there shatters not only Richard’s past and present, but every
aspect of a super-world. His catoptromancy has ended. The features as reflected by the looking-
glass betray that he is stripped of every possibility of a second or super-body—of the pompous
body politic of king, of the God-likeness of the Lord’s deputy elect, of the follies of the fool, and



even of the most human griefs residing in inner man. The splintering mirror means, or is, the
breaking apart of any possible duality. All those facets are reduced to one: to the banal face and
insignificant physis of a miserable man, a physis now void of any metaphysis whatsoever. It is
both less and more than Death. It is the demise of Richard, and the rise of a new body
natural.Bolingbroke:Go, some of you, convey him to the Tower.Richard:O, good! convey?
conveyors are you all,That rise thus nimbly by a true king’s fall.(IV.i.316f)Plowden:Demise is a
word, signifying that there is a Separation of the two Bodies; and that the Body politic is
conveyed over from the Body natural, now dead or removed from the Dignity royal, to another
Body natural.26The Tragedy of King Richard II has always been felt to be a political play.27 The
deposition scene, though performed scores of times after the first performance in 1595, was not
printed, or not allowed to be printed, until after the death of Queen Elizabeth.28 Historical plays
in general attracted the English people, especially in the years following the destruction of the
Armada; but Richard II attracted more than the usual attention. Not to speak of other causes, the
conflict between Elizabeth and Essex appeared to Shakespeare’s contemporaries in the light of
the conflict between Richard and Bolingbroke. It is well known that in 1601, on the eve of his
unsuccessful rebellion against the Queen, the Earl of Essex ordered a special performance of
Richard II to be played in the Globe Theatre before his supporters and the people of London. In
the course of the state trial against Essex that performance was discussed at some length by the
royal judges—among them the two greatest lawyers of that age, Coke and Bacon—who could
not fail to recognize the allusions to the present which the performance of that play intended.29
It is likewise well known that Elizabeth looked upon that tragedy with most unfavorable feelings.
At the time of Essex’ execution she complained that “this tragedy had been played 40 times in
open streets and houses,” and she carried her self-identification with the title character so far as
to exclaim: “I am Richard II, know ye not that?”30Richard II remained a political play. It was
suppressed under Charles II in the 1680’s. The play illustrated perhaps too overtly the latest
events of England’s revolutionary history, the “Day of the Martyrdom of the Blessed King Charles
I” as commemorated in those years in the Book of Common Prayer.31 The Restoration avoided
these and other recollections and had no liking for that tragedy which centered, not only on the
concept of a Christ-like martyr king, but also on that most unpleasant idea of a violent separation
of the King’s Two Bodies.It would not be surprising at all had Charles I himself thought of his
tragic fate in terms of Shakespeare’s Richard II and of the king’s twin-born being. In some copies
of the Eikon Basilike there is printed a lament, a long poem otherwise called Majesty in Misery,
which is ascribed to Charles I and in which the unfortunate king, if really he was the poet, quite
obviously alluded to the King’s Two Bodies:With my own power my majesty they wound,In the
King’s name the king himself uncrowned.So does the dust destroy the diamond.321 King Henry
V, IV.i.254ff.2 Dr. John Cowell, The Interpreter or Booke Containing the Signification of Words
(Cambridge, 1607), s.v. “King (Rex),” also s.v. “Prerogative,” where Plowden is actually quoted.
See, in general, Chrimes, “Dr. John Cowell,” EHR, LXIV (1949), 483.3 Joseph Kitchin, Le Court
Leete et Court Baron (London, 1580), fol.1r-v, referring to the case of the Duchy of Lancaster.4



Richard Crompton, L’Authoritie et Jurisdiction des Courts de la Maiestie de la Roygne (London,
1594), fol. 134r-v, reproducing on the basis of Plowden the theory about the Two Bodies in
connection with the Lancaster case.5 See Bacon’s Brief Discourse Touching the Happy Union of
the Kingdoms of England and Scotland, in J. Spedding, Letters and Life of Francis Bacon
(London, 1861-74), III,90ff; see, for the print of 1603, S. T. Bindoff, “The Stuarts and their Style,”
EHR,LX (1945), 206,n.2, who (p.207) quotes the passage.6 A. P. Rossiter, Woodstock (London,
1946), 238.7 About Shakespeare and Plowden, see C. H. Norman, “Shakespeare and the Law,”
Times Literary Supplement, June 30, 1950, p. 412, with the additional remarks by Sir Donald
Somervell, ibid., July 21, 1950, p. 453. For the case, see above, Ch.I, n.21.8 John Dover Wilson,
in his edition of Richard II (below, n.12), “Introduction,” p. lxxiv; see pp. xlviii ff, for Shakespeare
and Woodstock in general.9 Woodstock, V.vi.34f, ed. Rossiter, 169.10 See, in general, George
W. Keeton, Shakespeare and His Legal Problems (London, 1930); also Max Radin, “The Myth of
Magna Carta,” Harvard Law Review, LX (1947), 1086, who stresses very strongly Shakespeare’s
association “with the turbulent students at the Inns.”11 V. H. Galbraith, “A New Life of Richard II,”
History, XXVI (1942), 237ff; for the artistic problems and for a full bibliography, see Erwin
Panofsky, Early Netherlandish Painting (Cambridge, Mass., 1953), 118 and 404f,n.5, and
Francis Wormald, “The Wilton Diptych,” Warburg Journal, XVII (1954), 191-203.12 The
authoritative edition of Richard II is by John Dover Wilson, in the Cambridge Works of
Shakespeare (Cambridge, 1939). Mr. Wilson’s “Introduction,” pp. vii-lxxvi, is a model of literary
criticism and information. I confess my indebtedness to those pages on which I have drawn
more frequently than the footnotes may suggest. In the same volume is a likewise most efficient
discussion by Harold Child, “The Stage-History of Richard II,” pp. lxxvii-xcii. The political aspects
of the play are treated in a stimulating fashion by John Leslie Palmer, Political Characters of
Shakespeare (London, 1945), 118ff, from whose study, too, I have profited more than my
acknowledgments may show. See also Keeton, op.cit., 165ff. With regard to the historical
Richard II, the historian finds himself in a less fortunate position. The history of this king is in the
midst of a thorough revaluation of both sources and general concepts, of which the numerous
studies of Professor Galbraith and others bear witness. A first effort to sum up the analytic
studies of the last decades has been made by Anthony Steel, Richard II (Cambridge, 1941).13
See also King John, III.iii.147f:What earthly name to interrogatoriesCan task the free breath of a
sacred king?14 This is reported only by Holinshed; see W. G. Boswell-Stone, Shakespeare’s
Holinshed (London, 1896), 130; Wilson, “Introduction,” p. lii. The Rotuli Parliamentorum do not
refer to the speech of John Busshy, in 1397. To judge, however, from the customary
parliamentary sermons, the speaker in 1397 may easily have gone far in applying Biblical
metaphors to the king; see, e.g., Chrimes, Const.Ideas, 165ff.15 “Dixit expresse, vultu austero et
protervo, quod leges suae erant in ore suo, et aliquotiens in pectore suo: Et quod ipse solus
posset mutare et condere leges regni sui.” This was one of the most famous of Richard’s so-
called “tyrannies” with which he was charged in 1399; see E. C. Lodge and G. A. Thornton,
English Constitutional Documents 1307-1485 (Cambridge, 1935), 28f. Richard II, like the French



king (below, Ch.IV,n.193), merely referred to a well known maxim of Roman and Canon Laws. Cf.
C.6,23,19,1, for the maxim Omnia iura in scrinio (pectoris) principis, often quoted by the
glossators, e.g., Glos.ord., on D.33,10,3, v. usum imperatorem, or on c.16,C.25,q.2, v. In iuris,
and quoted also by Thomas Aquinas (Tolomeo of Lucca), De regimine principum, II,c.8, IV.c.1.
The maxim became famous through Pope Boniface VIII; see c.1 VI 1,2, ed. Emil Friedberg,
Corpus iuris canonici (Leipzig, 1879-81), II,937: “Licet Romanus Pontifex, qui iura omnia in
scrinio pectoris sui censetur habere, constitutionem condendo posteriorem, priorem … revocare
noscatur.…” (probably the place referred to by Richard if the correctness of the charges be
granted). For the meaning of the maxim (i.e., the legislator should have the relevant laws present
to his mind), see F. Gillman, “Romanus pontifex iura omnia in scrinio pectoris sui censetur
habere,” AKKR, XCII (1912), 3ff, CVI (1926), 156ff (also CVIII [1928], 534; CIX [1929], 249f); also
Gaines Post, “Two Notes,” Traditio, IX (1953), 311, and “Two Laws,” Speculum, XIX (1954),
425,n.35. See also Steinwenter, “Nomos,” 256ff; Erg.Bd., 85; Oldradus de Ponte, Consilia, LII,n.1
(Venice, 1571), fol. 19r. The maxim occasionally was transferred also to the judge (Walter
Ullmann, The Mediaeval Idea of Law as Represented by Lucas de Penna [London, 1946], 107)
and to the fisc (Gierke, Gen.R., III,359,n.17) as well as to the council (see below,
Ch.IV.nos.191f,194f). For Richard’s other claim (mutare et condere leges), the papal and
imperial doctrines likewise were responsible; see Gregory VII’s Dictatus papae, §VII, ed. Caspar
(MGH, Epp.sel., II), 203; also Frederick II’s Liber aug., I,38, ed. Cervone, 85, with the gloss
referring to C.I,17,2,18.16 For the genuflection, see Eulogium Historiarum, ed. Hayden (Rolls
Series, 1863), III,378; see Steel, Richard II, 278. The annalist mentions it in connection with
“Festival Crownings” (which thus were continued during the reign of Richard) and gives an
account of the king’s uncanny deportment:In diebus solemnibus, in quibus utebatur de more
regalibus, iussit sibi in camera parari thronum, in quo post prandium se ostentans sedere
solebat usque ad vesperas, nulli loquens, sed singulos aspiciens. Et cum aliquem respiceret,
cuiuscumque gradus fuerit, oportuit genuflectere.17 For the body politic as a mere name, see,
e.g., Pollock and Maitland, History, I,490,n.8: “le corporacion … n’est que un nosme, que ne poit
my estre vieu [see above, Ch.I,nos.2-3], et n’est my substance.” See also Gierke, Gen.R., III,281,
for corporate bodies as nomina iuris, a nomen intellectuale, and the connections with the
philosophic Nominalism.18 For Richard’s symbol of the “Rising Sun,” see Paul Reyher, “Le
symbole du soleil dans la tragédie de Richard II,” Revue de l’enseignement des langues
vivantes, XL (1923), 254-260; for further literature on the subject, see Wilson, “Introduction,” p.
xii, n.3, and, for possible predecessors using that badge, John Gough Nichols, “Observations on
the Heraldic Devices on the Effigies of Richard the Second and his Queen,” Archaeologia, XXIX
(1842), 47f. See, for the “Sun of York” (K. Richard III, I.i.2), also Henry Green, Shakespeare and
the Emblem Writers (London, 1870), 223; and, for the Oriens Augusti problem, see my
forthcoming study—The “sunne arysing out of the clouds” was actually the banner borne by the
Black Prince; Richard II had a sun shining carried by a white hart, whereas his standard was
sprinkled with ten suns “in splendor” with a white hart lodged; see Lord Howard de Walden,



Banners, Standards, and Badges from a Tudor Manuscript in the College of Arms (De Walden
Library, 1904), figs. 4, 5, 71. I am greatly obliged to Mr. Martin Davies, of the National Gallery in
London, for having called this MS to my attention.19 The ecclesiastical Forma degradationis
was, on the whole, faithfully observed; see the Pontifical of William Durandus (ca. 1293-95),
III,c.7, §§21-24, ed. M. Andrieu, Le pontifical romain au moyen-âge (Studi e testi, LXXXVIII,
Rome, 1940), III,607f and Appendix IV, pp. 680f. The person to be degraded has to appear in full
pontificals; then the places of his chrismation are rubbed with some acid; finally “seriatim et
sigillatim detrahit [episcopus] illi omnia insignia, sive sacra ornamenta, que in ordinum
susceptione recepit, et demum exuit ilium habitu clericali …” See also S. W. Findlay, Canonical
Norms Governing the Deposition and Degradation of Clerics (Washington, 1941). For knights,
see Otto Cartellieri, Am Hofe der Herzöge von Burgund (Basel, 1926), 62 (with notes on p. 272);
also Du Cange, Glossarium, s.v. “Arma reversata.”20 For Pope Celestine V, see F. Baethgen, Der
Engelpapst (Leipzig, 1943), 175; for Richard, Chronicle of Dieulacres Abbey, ed. M. V. Clarke
and V. H. Galbraith, “The Deposition of Richard II,” Bulletin of the John Rylands Library, XIV
(1930), 173, also 146.21 Walter Pater, Appreciations (London, 1944), 205f; Wilson, XV f; Palmer,
Political Characters, 166.22 Cf. Chrimes, Const. Ideas, 7, n. 2, quoting Annales Henrici Quarti,
ed. Riley (Rolls Series), 286: “Noluit renunciare spirituali honori characteris sibi impressi et
inunctioni, quibus renunciare non potuit nec ab hiis cessare.” The question as to whether or not
the king, through his anointment, ever owned in a technical sense a character indelibilis is too
complicated to be discussed here. In fact, the notion of the “sacramental character” was
developed only at the time when the royal (imperial) consecrations were excluded from the
number of the seven sacraments; cf. Ferdinand Brommer, Die Lehre vom sakramentalen
Charakter in der Scholastik bis Thomas von Aquino inklusive (Forschungen zur christlichen
Literatur- und Dogmengeschichte, VIII, 2), Paderborn, 1908. For the attitude of the Pope,
Innocent III, see below, Ch. VII, nos. 14f, also 18. A different matter is the common opinion about
the sacramental character of royal anointings and the inaccurate use of the term sacramentum;
see, for the latter, e.g., P. E. Schramm, “Der König von Navarra (1035-1512),” ZfRG, germ. Abt.,
LXVIII (1951), 147, n. 72 (Pope Alexander IV referring to a royal consecration as sacramentum).
See, in general, Eduard Eichmann, Die Kaiserkrönung im Abendland (Würzburg, 1942), I, 86ff,
90, 208, 279, II, 304; Philipp Oppenheim, “Die sakralen Momente in der deutschen
Herrscherweihe bis zum Investiturstreit,” Ephemerides Liturgicae, LVIII (1944), 42ff; and, for
England, the well known utterances of Peter of Blois (PL, CCVII, 440D) and Grosseteste (Ep.,
CXXIV, ed. Luard, 350). Actually, the lack of precision was great at all times.23 IV.i.214ff.24 The
passage is found in the Chronique de la Traïson et Mort de Richard II, ed. B. Williams, in: English
Historical Society, 1846, and in Cretan’s French metrical History of the Deposition of Richard II,
ed. J. Webb, in: Royal Society of the Antiquaries (London, 1819). A fifteenth-century English
version, which has been rendered here, was edited by J. Webb, in Archaeologia, XX (1824),
179. See, on those sources, Wilson, “Introduction,” lviii, cf. xvi f and 211. The crime of treason
would naturally evoke the comparison with Judas. The comparison with Pilate was likewise quite



common (see, e.g., Dante, Purg., XX, 91), though his role was not always purely negative; see,
e.g., O. Treitinger, Die oströmische Kaiser- und Reichsidee nach ihrer Gestaltung im höfischen
Zeremoniell (Jena, 1938), 231, n. 104, for Pilate’s inkpot in the ceremonial of the Byzantine
emperor, who on Ash Wednesday symbolically “washed his hands.”25 See below, pp. 87f.26
Plowden, Reports, 233a; above, Ch. I, n.13.27 Palmer, Political Characters, 118f.28 Wilson,
“Introduction,” xvi ff, xlix; also Child (ibid.), lxxvii ff; cf. Keeton, Legal Problems, 163.29 Wilson,
XXX ff; Keeton, 166, 168.30 Wilson, xxxii.31 Wilson, xvii; Child, lxxix.32 According to Rosemary
Freeman, English Emblem Books (London, 1948), 162, n.1, the poem was first printed in the
Eikon Basilike, edition of 1648. Margaret Barnard Pickel, Charles I as Patron of Poetry and
Drama (London, 1938), who prints the whole poem in Appendix C, seems to assume (p. 178)
that it was first published in Bishop Burnet’s Memoirs of the Duke of Hamilton (London, 1677), a
work dedicated to Charles II. A few stanzas have been published also by F. M. G. Higham,
Charles I (London, 1932), 276.CHAPTER IIICHRIST-CENTERED KINGSHIP1. The Norman
AnonymousWHILE undoubtedly it is true that the legal fiction of the King’s Two Bodies was a
distinctive feature of English political thought in the age of Elizabeth and the early Stuarts, it
would be unfortunate to imply that those speculations were restricted to the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries or were lacking antecedents.It may not have been generally known, but it
was probably known to at least one prominent Elizabethan, Archbishop Matthew Parker, that
almost five centuries before his own times an anonymous mediaeval author had developed
some curious ideas about the “twinned” person of a king. For Archbishop Parker, who shortly
before his death in 1575 bequeathed his precious library to his old College, Corpus Christi at
Cambridge, had among his treasures the only extant manuscript of some highly interesting
theological and political tractates which, around A.D. 1100, had been written by an unknown
cleric. The tractates reveal in daring language the author’s passionately anti-Gregorian and
vigorously royalist sentiments; they still breathe the fire kindled by the Investiture Struggle. Since
their first publication some fifty years ago, those pamphlets have attracted increasing attention
from historians; but despite all scholarly efforts it has not been possible to ascertain the name of
their author, although the most recent study leaves no doubt that the “Anonymous” was a
Norman from Normandy and perhaps even a member of the Duchy’s high clergy.1There are few
problems in the field of ecclesiology and policy which the Norman Anonymous, who had a good
knowledge of theological literature, liturgy, and canon law, failed to treat in his always original,
always surprising, and always lively fashion. Among the many topics which he saw fit to discuss,
there was also what later would be defined as persona mixta, the “mixed person” in which
various capacities or strata concurred. “Mixtures” of all kinds of capacities, of course, may be
found today as in every other age and under almost any conditions. However, the yoking of two
seemingly heterogeneous spheres had a peculiar attraction for an age eager to reconcile the
duality of this world and the other, of things temporal and eternal, secular and spiritual. We need
only think of the “mixture” of monk and knight postulated in the orders of spiritual chivalry to
grasp the pattern of ideals by which that time might have been moved; and when an abbot of



Cluny was said to be angelicus videlicet et humanus, it was more than just a metaphor chosen
by chance, because we have to remember that the monk claimed to exemplify, while still in this
world and in the flesh, the vita angelica of the celestial beings.2What matters here is only the
persona mixta in the religio-political sphere where it was represented chiefly by bishop and king,
and where the “mixture” referred to the blending of spiritual and secular powers and capacities
united in one person. Dual capacity in this sense was a feature customary and rather common
with the clergy during the feudal age when bishops were not only princes of the Church but also
feudatories of kings. We do not need to look for such extreme cases as that French bishop who
claimed to observe strictest celibacy as a bishop while being duly married as a baron, or the
case of Odo of Bayeux who, at Lanfranc’s suggestion, was tried by the Conqueror as an earl,
and not as a bishop;3 for shortly after 1100 the dual capacity of bishops had been spelled out in
legal terms in a number of concordats which the Holy See concluded with the secular powers. It
is significant, however, that a seemingly so obvious distinction as that between the spiritualities
and temporalities of a bishop, with which the problem of investiture had been almost hopelessly
entangled, could be established only with great difficulty, and that it was due chiefly to the clear
thinking of a legal authority, Ivo of Chartres, that the logical conclusion finally was drawn: the
recognition of a bishop’s dual status. Under Ivo’s sponsorship the problem of the bishops’
investiture with the temporalities, sided by the ecclesiastical consecration, was regulated in
England by the concordat of 1107, and from that time onwards the dual status of the English
bishop-barons was clearly defined. Habet duos status declared the royal judges under Edward I
concerning the Bishop of Durham, who was at the same time count palatine; and the judges
formulated thereby, though with greater precision, only what had been described already in the
Constitutions of Clarendon (1164) as well as on other occasions.4Not only the bishop, but also
the king appeared as a persona mixta, because a certain spiritual capacity was attributed to him
as an effluence of his consecration and unction. It is true that the papal doctrine finally denied to
the king a clerical character, or relegated it to some insignificant honorary titles and functions.5
Nevertheless, the late mediaeval authors continued to emphasize that the king was “not purely
laical” or, in the language of the law, was “not an ordinary person.”6 Around 1100, however,
when the Norman Anonymous wrote his tractates, the concept of the king as a person endowed
with spiritual qualities was still in bloom and had hardly passed its heyday; and therefore much of
what that writer discusses has to be viewed against the background of mediaeval priest-kingship
ideals.With the King’s Two Bodies the doctrine of the persona mixta seems to have no direct
relation. The duplication expressed by the concept of the persona mixta refers to temporal and
spiritual capacities, but does not refer to bodies natural and politic. Or could it be that the king’s
impersonal and immortal super-body appeared, during the earlier Middle Ages, in some way or
the other, embedded in that very idea of his spiritual character resulting from the clericalization
of the royal office?7 In fact, it is in that direction that the Norman Anonymous, one of the
staunchest defenders of the spiritual essence of a Christ-like kingship, sends us, and we can do
nothing better than to take his hint and follow his guidance.The best known, and perhaps the



most remarkable, of the anonymous tractates is the one De consecratione pontificum et regum.
As the title suggests, the author’s discussion is centered on the effects of the ordination
anointings of both kings and bishops. The Norman Anonymous proceeds very logically from the
Old Testament to the New, and therefore starts with the anointings of the Kings of Israel. For the
moment, we may disregard the fact that the author is referring not only to the anointment of
Israel’s kings but also to that of Aaron and the Israelitic high-priests, when he writes:We thus
have to recognize [in the king] a twin person, one descending from nature, the other from grace.
… One through which, by the condition of nature, he conformed with other men: another through
which, by the eminence of [his] deification and by the power of the sacrament [of consecration],
he excelled all others. Concerning one personality, he was, by nature, an individual man:
concerning his other personality, he was, by grace, a Christus, that is, a God-man.8This
passage parallels strikingly, if in theological rather than constitutional language, the arguments
of the Tudor lawyers. Those jurists, of course, did not talk about grace but about the polity of the
English people, and they would have said probably “one [body] descending from nature, the
other from the polity”; but both the Norman author and the Tudor jurists arrived at a similar fiction
of a royal super-body conjoined in some mysterious way to the king’s natural and individual
body. The similarities between the two concepts, however, should not tempt us to overlook the
fact that some perplexing “physiological” difference prevails between the mediaeval “geminate”
king and his two-bodied Tudor descendant.The kings whom the Anonymous refers to are the
christi, the anointed kings of the Old Testament, who have been foreshadowing the advent of the
true royal Christus, the Anointed of Eternity. After the advent of Christ in the flesh, and after his
ascension and exaltation as King of Glory, the terrestrial kingship underwent, very consistently, a
change and received its proper function within the economy of salvation. The kings of the New
Covenant no longer would appear as the, “foreshadowers” of Christ, but rather as the “shadows,”
the imitators of Christ. The Christian ruler became the christomimētēs—literally the “actor” or
“impersonator” of Christ—who on the terrestrial stage presented the living image of the two-
natured God, even with regard to the two unconfused natures. The divine prototype and his
visible vicar were taken to display great similarity, as they were supposed to reflect each other;
and there was, according to the Anonymous, perhaps only a single—though essential—
difference between the Anointed in Eternity and his terrestrial antitype, the anointed in Time:
Christ was King and Christus by his very nature, whereas his deputy on earth was king and
christus by grace only. For whereas the Spirit “leaped” into the terrestrial king at the moment of
his consecration to make him “another man” (alius vir) and transfigure him within Time, the self-
same Spirit was from Eternity one with the King of Glory to remain one with him in all Eternity.9
In other words, the king becomes “deified” for a brief span by virtue of grace, whereas the
celestial King is God by nature eternally.This antithesis is applied by the Anonymous over and
over again. It is not his own invention, but merely reproduces theologically familiar concepts. The
antithesis of natura and gratia was commonly used to indicate not only that the weakness of
man’s nature was remedied by grace, but also that grace disposed man to participate in the



divine nature itself. In the latter sense the antithesis of natura and gratia actually formed the
vehicle for the early Christian “deification” of man in general, and not just for consecrated and
anointed kings. The Anonymous, however, applied that “deification by grace” pre-eminently to
the king as an effluence of his anointment and the ritual act of consecration, and used the
antithesis to point out that the “eminence of deification” provided his king with a body of grace by
which he became “another man” excelling all others—a deification which he describes as
coterminous with the Greek apotheosis and the ancient Roman consecration.10 The antithesis
served the Anonymous, it is true, to observe very strictly the inherent difference between the
God and the king; but it served him also to blur that line of distinction and to show where the
difference between “God by nature” and “god by grace” ended; that is, in the case of potestas, of
power. Essence and substance of power are claimed to be equal in both God and king, no
matter whether that power be owned by nature or only acquired by grace.The power of the king
is the power of God. This power, namely, is God’s by nature, and the king’s by grace. Hence, the
king, too, is God and Christ, but by grace; and whatsoever he does, he does not simply as a
man, but as one who has become God and Christ by grace.11Thus, the king appears the
perfect christomimētēs also with regard to power, since his power is the same as that of Christ.
The author may add, therefore, that the One who is God and Anointed by nature, acts through
his royal vicar who is “God and Christ by grace,” and who in officio figura et imago Christi et Dei
est.12 That is to say, the king, otherwise an individual man, is in officio the type and image of the
Anointed in heaven and therewith of God.These reflections on both the bipolarity and the
potential oneness of nature and grace led the author to the concept of his Christ-impersonating
king as a “twinned” being. He, the anointed by grace, parallels as a gemina persona the two-
natured Christ. It is the mediaeval idea of Christ-centered kingship carried to an extreme rarely
encountered in the West.13 The king is a twinned being, human and divine, just like the God-
man, although the king is two-natured and geminate by grace only and within Time, and not by
nature and (after the Ascension) within Eternity: the terrestrial king is not, he becomes a twin
personality through his anointment and consecration.The expression itself, gemina persona,
does not represent a poetical metaphor, but is a technical term derived from and related to
christological definitions. That actually this term was rarely applied to Christ is a different matter.
According to the orthodox dogma, Christ is una persona, duae naturae. “Twin person,” therefore,
was an expression to be avoided as dogmatically unsafe; it was just as bad as “two Persons,”
since it did not safely preclude a Nestorian or Adoptionist interpretation. It is noteworthy,
however, that the image of “twinship,” generally rare in that connection, occurs with relative
frequency in the acts of the early Hispanic councils. A certain wavering may be found in the
numerous Creeds which the Hispanic synods have produced, but their wording is dogmatically
correct. The second Hispanic Council (619) emphasized the gemina natura of Christ and added
correctly that “this gemina natura still forms one person.”14 The Sixth Toledan Council (638)
decided also correctly that “man and God are One Christ in two natures … lest there acceded a
Quaternity to the Trinity, if Christ were a geminata persona.”15 In 675, the Eleventh Council of



Toledo returned to the term of “twinship” but shifted it from gemina natura and geminata persona
carefully to gemina substantia, and explained: “Therefore he has in himself a gemina substantia,
that of his divinity and of our humanity.” And in this connection the Council coined the
remarkable sentence: Item et major et minor se ipso esse credendus est.16 Finally the
Fourteenth Toletanum (684) introduced a new variety of gemination. The truth is, so the bishops
declared, that Christ has a “twin will”—gemina in eo voluntas, et operatio—though he is not
divided by the twinship of natures—non naturarum geminatione divisus—but is wholly God and
wholly man.17 Thereafter the terms of twin-nature, twin-person, twin-substance, or twin-will
seem to go out of fashion in the Creeds. Rhabanus Maurus mentions them once more, if in a
negative sense;18 and only the gigas geminae substantiae turns up occasionally in the
christological writings of the twelfth century as a means of refuting the thesis that Christ was
geminatus before the Incarnation.19The Norman Anonymous was well acquainted with the Acts
of the Spanish Councils, which formed a section of certain redactions of the Pseudo-Isidorian
Decretals. The Norman used and quoted this collection repeatedly; he even evaluated the
Spanish councils with some circumspection in order to prove that the Visigothic kings—as kings,
not as emperors—customarily summoned, directed, and presided over the synods of their
territorial Church just as the emperors summoned, directed, and presided over the councils of
the universal Church. Hence, the Visigothic model was an important precedent which, more
easily than the imperial model, was applicable to Anglo-Norman conditions in a time when the
claim rex est imperator in regno suo was not yet formulated.20 And from the Toledan Councils
the Anonymous probably borrowed also the metaphor of royal “twinship.” It may seem curious
that he transferred to his definitely christocentric doctrine of kingship the only expression which
had, christologically, a Nestorian and Adoptionist flavor, gemina persona. But he could not
possibly attribute to the king a divine “nature” after having repeated over and over again that the
king was not divine by nature, but by grace. The axiom of deificatio, of becoming god as
opposed to being God, brought about in the royal christology of A.D. 1100 a certain affinity with
Nestorian and Adoptionist formulae.21The author thoroughly explored the possibilities implicit in
his idea of the dual capacities of the Christlike king. This concept, in fact, became the vehicle for
all his other constructions which were no less consistent and skillfully developed than the
theories of the Tudor lawyers. The Anonymous likes to juggle with the king’s two persons; but
after the same fashion he incessantly plays off against one another the figures of Jesus Christus
and Jesus christus, the Anointed from Eternity and the one anointed in Jordan during his
ministry on earth.22 The author carries those dichotomies even further, that is, to pagan
Antiquity, and thereby obtains the most curious results. It may be acceptable, though strange,
when he implies that the reges christi of the Old Testament, who prefigured the exalted Christus
regnaturus in Heaven, should be considered—as kings—in a sense superior to the lowly Christ
of Nazareth before the Ascension. But it is truly baffling to find a similar relationship between the
Roman emperor and the incarnate God; to be exact: between Tiberius and Jesus.23It is Jesus,
the Son of man, who submits to Tiberius when rendering the tribute money.24 But to which



Tiberius was the money rendered? The Anonymous creates another gemina persona in the
Emperor Tiberius, as he interprets the story:He said “Render unto Caesar the things that are
Caesar’s,” and did not say “unto Tiberius the things that are Tiberius’.” Render to the power
(potestas), not to the person. The person is worth nothing, but the power is just. Iniquitous is
Tiberius, but good is the Caesar. Render, not unto the person worth nothing, not unto iniquitous
Tiberius, but unto the righteous power and unto the good Caesar the things that are his.…
“Give,” said he [unto Peter], “for me and thee to the righteous power and to the good Caesar, to
whom according to our manhood we are subjects.…” For he knew that this pertained to justice
to render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s.… In all that he fulfilled justice. For it was just
that the human weakness succumbed to the divina potestas. Namely, Christ, according to his
humanity, was then weak; but divine was Caesar’s potestas.25The least that can be said for this
passage is that it is an extraordinary overlaboring of a principle, and that, though keeping within
the range of customary concepts, it is nonetheless opposed to them. All by itself, the exaltation
of potestas is as much in agreement with the teaching of the Church as the doctrine of “suffering
obedience.”26 There comes to mind the touching story about the bishop of a city at whose gates
the fierce King of the Huns was knocking: “I am Attila, the Scourge of God.” The bishop replied
simply: “May there enter the Servant of God,” and opened the gate only to be slain while
murmuring to the invader the blessing: Benedictus qui venit in nomine Domini. The bishop had
worshipped, even in an Attila, divine Majesty.27This legend, no doubt, reflects an extreme case
of passive obedience and of Christian submission to power in the spirit of the Apostle’s advice:
“The powers that be are ordained by God.” But to a like extreme did the Norman Anonymous
carry the divinity of power per se when he placed above the manhood of the God-man the
divinity of the Caesar manifest in Tiberius the man. Here, as elsewhere, the writer starts from his
idée fixe of the “gemination” of rulership in general, no matter whether the ruler be a Jewish king,
a Christian prince, or a pagan emperor. He integrates that dual personality of gods and of kings
into his clever system and skilfully makes the geminatio the mainspring of all his arguments. The
Emperor Tiberius appears as a “twinned” being just as much as the God-man himself. Tiberius
as man is iniquitous; but he is divine as Caesar, is divine as the incarnation of Power, is deus
and, with regard to Jesus, at once dominus. And Tiberius’ dual personality becomes all the
more, and almost hopelessly, involved as this imperial gemina persona is set over against
another gemina persona, Jesus Christ, the unigenitus according to his divinity and the
primogenitus according to his humanity—distinctions which in turn the Anonymous will apply
also to his king.28Thus, the strangest chiasmus imaginable results from that confrontation of two
dual personalities. It is as though the potestas of Tiberius qua Caesar were “haloed,” whereas
Christ, in his human serfdom, remains without halo. At the same time, however, the iniquitous
Tiberius in his individual natural body is without halo, whereas the incarnate and individuated
God, though a Deus absconditus, is haloed even as man.29The anonymous Norman, however,
does not halt at this point. With similar arguments he points out that the bishop, too, is a gemina
persona so that, in this respect, there is no difference between king and bishop. There is,



however, a difference of rank, and the author substantiates that difference of ordo between king
and bishop by means of a new gemination: while distinguishing the King Christ from the Priest
Christ, he turns this duality into an antithesis and equates it not only with the divine and human
natures of the God-man (as was the custom), but also with the royal and sacerdotal offices on
earth.Both [king and bishop] are in spirit Christus et Deus; and in their offices they act as
antitypes and images of Christ and God: the priest of the Priest, the king of the King: the priest
acts as the antitype of the inferior office and nature, that is, His humanity: the king, as that of the
superior office and nature, that is, His divinity.30And even this is not all, for the Anonymous
drives the wedge of his personality-splitting method into any and every being, person, or
institution. There was that old struggle and competition between Canterbury and York about the
supremacy of either one or the other see. What is it, asks the Anonymous, that may claim
supremacy? Is it the bricks and stones of the church of Canterbury? Or is it the cathedral
building of Canterbury that claims supremacy over the cathedral building of York? Apparently it
is neither the stones nor the material building of the church of Canterbury, but it is the immaterial
Church of Canterbury, the Archbishopric, which claims superiority. And wherein should the
superiority of one archbishop over another archbishop be found? In eone quod homo est, an in
eo quod archiepiscopus est?True, at the end the author comes to reject the claims altogether;
but the main point is that in employing his usual tactics he sets the homo against the
archiepiscopus, the man against the office, and the “bricks” of Canterbury against the “See” of
Canterbury, just as on another occasion he sets the “corporeal sky” against the “incorporeal
heaven.”31 And in a similar fashion he rends asunder the unity of the Roman pontiff, sets the
office against the person of the pope, and confronts, as we might say by analogy, the pope’s
“body politic” with the pope’s “body natural”—adding, however, in this case, an “infra-human”
stratum for a pope who should happen to be a peccator.32What is the main problem underlying
the political theories of the Norman Anonymous which so clearly betray the influence of the
dialectical method at the bend of the eleventh to the twelfth centuries, and what is the
significance of those innumerable “geminations”? It is not really the distinction between Office
and Person which is so startling; for that was not quite unknown in the earlier Middle Ages. The
author himself quotes St. Augustine’s saying about the king’s obligation to serve God: “It is one
thing when he serves [God] because he is a man, and it is another thing when he serves
because he is a king.”33 The distinction between office and person was stressed strongly also in
a law of King Reccesvinth of 653, which, through the medium of the Spanish material in the
Pseudo-Isidorian Decretals, was widely known. In that law, the Visigothic king pointed out that
honor was due, not to the king’s person, but to the royal power: not to the king’s personal
mediocrity, but to the honor of his sublimity: “The rights, not the person, make a king.”34 With
due alterations, such distinction was formulated also in a letter of Humbert of Silva Candida to
the Patriarch Kerullarios: [Papa] qualis Petrus officio … non qualis Petrus merito—“The pope is
like Peter by his office … he is not like Peter by his merits.”35 And during the great conflict
between Empire and Papacy the Emperor Henry IV drew a clear line separating the papal office



from the individual Hildebrand when pronouncing his sentence of deposition against Gregory
VII.36All those features are found, overtly or latently, in the writings of the Norman pamphletist,
too. Where he seems to differ from others is in the philosophy which supports, and builds up, his
theory, and in the fact that the king’s duplication of persons is not founded in law or constitution,
but in theology: it mirrors the duplication of natures in Christ. The king is the perfect
impersonator of Christ on earth. Since the king’s divine model is at once God and man, the royal
christomimētēs has to correspond to that duplication; and since the divine model is at once King
and Priest, kingship and priesthood of Christ have to be reflected in his vicars as well, that is, in
the King and the Bishop, who are at the same time personae mixtae (spiritual and secular) and
personae geminatae (human by nature and divine by grace).37 At any rate, the theories of the
Anonymous are not centered in the notion of “office” as opposed to man, nor in constitutional or
social considerations; they are christological and christocentric.Supported by the new dialectical
movement and influenced, perhaps directly, by Ivo of Chartres,38 the Anonymous applied his
unity-splitting method to the two natures of Christ and then transferred the results, by a bold
analogy, to the royal imago Christi on earth. The overemphasis upon the idea Rex imago Christi
(rather than Dei!) makes it evident that the analogy prevailing between the God-man and his
image should not be sought in a functional distinction between “office” and “man.” For it would be
difficult, nay, impossible, to interpret the divine nature of Christ as an “office,” since the divine
nature is his “Being.” And the Anonymous likewise visualizes in his king two different forms of
“being”: one natural or individual, and the other consecrated or (as the author calls it) deified and
apotheosized.39 In short, the Norman author’s vision of the king as a persona geminata is
ontological and, as an effluence of a sacramental and liturgical action performed at the altar, it is
liturgical as well. His vision is, on the whole, more closely related to the liturgy, to the holy action
which itself is image and reality at the same time, than to the distinction of functional capacities
and constitutional competencies, or to the concepts of office and dignity as opposed to man.
That the author’s dialectic threatens to break up the ontological oneness by playing off the two
natures against each other there is no doubt. This dangerous facility the Anonymous has in
common with the intellectual development of his time. But it would be a grave error to ignore the
primarily ontological stratum upon which the Norman Anonymous founded the structure of his
unambiguously Christ-centered, and therewith liturgical, philosophy of kingship.40This
philosophy was not that of the times to come. It has often been noticed and held against the
Norman Anonymous that his passionately anti-hierocratic pamphlets, carried by a mystical belief
in the power of sacramental anointings, had no practical effects on the age in which they were
written. This is correct. Indeed, the victory of the revolutionary Reform Papacy in the wake of the
Investiture Struggle and the rise of the clerical empire under papal guidance, which monopolized
the spiritual strata and turned them into a sacerdotal domain, negated all efforts to continue or
renew that king-priestly pattern of liturgical kingship which the Anonymous so fiercely defended.
On the other hand, the new territorial states which began to develop in the twelfth century were
avowedly secular despite considerable borrowings from the ecclesiastical and hierarchical



model; secular law, including secularized canon law, rather than the effects of the holy chrism,
were henceforth to justify the holiness of the ruler. The ideas of the Norman Anonymous,
therefore, found no resonance in either the ecclesiastical or the secular camps. His image of
rulership was inacceptable to the hierarchy and it no longer was of major interest to the secular
state. Hence, despite the modernism of his dialectical and antithetical method, the pattern of
Christ-centered kingship for which he fought belonged to the past. He is the champion of ideals
of the Ottonian and early Salian period as well as of Anglo-Saxon England, and in his tractates
he actually sums up the political ideas of the tenth and eleventh centuries. But like every bard
who glorifies a bygone age, he overlabors and overstresses past ideals, and thus becomes the
chief exponent of the christocentric theory of kingship in its most concentrated, most consistent,
and most extreme form. His tractates, therefore, have to be used, not as a reflection of ideas
valid in his time or foreshadowing the future, but as a kind of mirror that magnifies, and thereby
slightly distorts, the ideals current in the preceding era.41 Iconographic evidence will bear out
this assertion.2. The Frontispiece of the Aachen GospelsA Romanesque type of crucifix, known
as the Volto santo and showing the Crucified with an imperial diadem on his head and the purple
around his shoulders, renders perhaps the briefest iconographic formula of at once the regal
and the sacrificial characters of the God-man.42 The compact brevity and terseness of that
formula is so striking that the image cannot fail to impress directly: the Volto santo is signally una
persona, duae naturae. The theme of the two natures of Christ, of course has often formed the
subject of artistic representations, though normally each nature would be figured individually: the
newly-born or the cross-bearing Jesus in the lower part of the panel, and in a superimposed
register, the King of Glory. In the Volto santo, however, the duality is so stirring, and it is
expressed so powerfully, that the effect is much stronger here than in the images displaying the
two natures separately.43Only in the full flush of the uncompromisingly christocentric period of
Western civilization—roughly, the monastic period from 900 to A.D. 1100—could it happen that
also the two natures of the imperial christomimētēs ruling on earth were depicted in a similarly
brief, if iconographically very different, fashion. The famous miniature in the Gospel Book of
Aachen, executed about A.D. 973 in the Abbey of Reichenau, shows the Emperor Otto II
enthroned (fig. 5).44 He is seated on a throne-bench decked, as usual, with a roll-shaped
cushion, while his feet rest on a footstool. It is certainly a representative imperial image of state,
conventional in the West since Carolingian times; but there is much disregard of artistic custom
and convention in the Aachen Codex. The throne is not standing on firm ground as normally it
would in the state images of the precious Carolingian and Ottonian manuscripts. It is seemingly
poised in mid-air, for the throne as well as the emperor’s whole figure are surrounded by a
mandorla. Yet the throne stands on earth; it is carried by a crouching Tellus, Earth herself, whose
hands support the feet of the footstool. At the same time, the Hand of God is reaching down from
above, from heaven, either to impose or to touch and bless the diadem on the emperor’s head.
The divine aureola framing the Hand of God intersects with the imperial aureola, thus allowing
the emperor’s head to be placed in the spandrel which is formed by the intersecting haloes.The



image shows three superimposed planes. The upper part of the emperor’s figure is surrounded
by the four beasts of the Apocalypse, symbols of the four Evangelists, holding a white banderole
or drapery. Deep below the emperor’s feet, in the foreground of the image, four dignitaries are
seen, two archbishops and two warriors, apparently representing the princes spiritual and
secular.45 In the central part, right and left of the footstool, there stand, flagstaffs with purple
pennants on their shoulders, two male figures in a gesture of veneration, if not adoration. That
they are of very high rank is suggested by their crowns—feudatory dukes or perhaps rulers of
the regna, the plurality of which was needed to indicate the imperial dignity.46 At any rate, they
are princes or reguli dependent on the young kosmokrator who himself is raised towards heaven
or into heaven. We may think of the description of the emperor’s power—the power as such—
offered, a century later, by the Norman Anonymous. He calls the imperial potestas grand and
holy, the cooperatrix of the grace of God and therefore entitled “to treat with the sacraments of
the Catholic faith and matters celestial.” Then he draws his conclusions:Therefore the emperor,
by the Lord Jesus Christ, is said to be elevated even unto heaven. Even unto heaven, I say, not
unto the corporeal sky which is seen, but unto the incorporeal heaven which is unseen; that is,
unto the invisible God. Truly, unto God he has been elevated, since so much so is he conjoined
to Him in power that no other power is more nigh unto God or more sublime than that of the
emperor; yea, all other power is inferior to his.47These are the very ideas which the miniature
displays: the emperor elevated unto heaven (usque ad celum erectus), all earthly powers inferior
to his, and he himself nearest to God. Most startling, in view of the miniature, is the concept of
the imperator ad celum erectus, since this is exactly what the artist painted. Could he have
known that phrase? Chronologically, there would be no difficulty. The phrase is taken from the so-
called Collectio Hispana or Isidoriana, a collection of canons composed probably in the seventh
century, ascribed to Isidore of Seville, and later fused with the Pseudo-Isidorian collection. That
the phrase actually originated in the Hispana is obvious for a simple reason: only in that
collection do we find a textual corruption of the acts of the Council of Chalcedon at which one of
the bishops modestly said that God imperatorem erexit ad zelum [i.e., fidei]. In other words, a
scribe copying the canons of Chalcedon misread the text and changed ad zelum into ad celum;
and this erroneous reading must have reached, perhaps through the channels of Pseudo-
Isidorus, the Norman Anonymous for whom even that great forgery in favor of the hierarchy
could turn into grist brought to his royalist mill.48 The reading is merely an error, though an error
remarkable by itself, since it shows how easily any extravagant exaltation of the imperial power
could flow from the pen of a scribe in those centuries.For the present purpose we may forget
about the Hispana text, for it is most unlikely that the Reichenau painter knew that corrupt
reading when he pictured the imperator ad celum erectus. Nevertheless, it remains a fact that
the glorification of the emperor as displayed by the miniature of the Aachen Gospels by far
surpasses anything that was customary in Eastern or Western art. The image shows the
emperor in the maiestas of Christ, on the throne of Christ, holding his open and empty left hand
like Christ, with the mandorla of Christ, and with the animal symbols of the four Gospels which



are almost inseparable from the images of Christ in Majesty. An ivory book cover from St. Gall
(fig. 7), and another one of the early tenth century, now at Darmstadt (fig. 6), may bear out this
assertion.49 These parallels demonstrate that the emperor appears not simply as the vicarius
Christi and human antitype of the World Ruler above, but almost like the King of Glory himself—
truly the christomimētēs, the impersonator and actor of Christ. It is as though the God-man had
ceded his celestial throne to the glory of the terrestrial emperor for the purpose of allowing the
invisible Christus in heaven to become manifest in the christus on earth.Related ideas were
carried through iconographically by other means as well. Attention has been called recently to
the mosaic in the Martorana at Palermo, representing the coronation of King Roger II at the
hands of Christ, where the desired effect of making the God manifest in the king was achieved
by a striking facial resemblance between Roger and Christ—a duplication (Zwillingsbildung)
which has its parallel in certain images of the Ottonian period, and has its precursors in imperial
coins of the third and early fourth centuries (see fig. 32).50 In the Aachen Gospels, however, the
emperor’s assimilation with Christ is indicated, not by means of facial and physiological
resemblance between ruler and divine prototype, but rather by a christological and indeed meta-
physiological resemblance: the image, to say it immediately, represents the emperor’s two
natures, human and divine, or rather, in the language of that age, a ruler “human by nature and
divine by grace.”Any interpretation of the image must proceed from the mysterious white
banderole or scarf-like drapery which so obtrusively demands the attention of the spectator. It is
carried by the four Evangelists represented by the apocalyptic symbols, and it is carried in such
a fashion that the two tips of the banderole barely touch the crowns of the reguli. A fold of the
band itself seems to divide the emperor’s body: head, shoulders, and chest are above the
borderline; arms, trunk, and feet remain below. The observation was made long ago that the
white drapery separates heaven from earth.51 In fact, the emperor’s head not only touches
heaven, but is in heaven, or beyond the heavens, whereas his feet on the footstool are carried by
the subservient Tellus, a feature of world dominion reminiscent of the Barberini Diptych, of
Gandhara and later Buddhist monuments, or, above all, of a contemporary ivory in which Terra
supports the feet of the crucified Christ (fig. 8).52 The interpretation of the image actually hinges
on the interpretation of the banderole, and the understanding of both the details and the whole
will be considerably simplified once we know what the banderole designates.The white scarf is
not a band or a banderole at all, nor is it merely an ornamental drapery: it is a veil. It is actually
THE VEIL, that is, the curtain of the tabernacle which, according to the oldest Eastern tradition,
symbolizes the sky separating earth from heaven. Speculation about the meaning of the veil was
at all times alive in the East, since the curtains of the iconostasis, which have a definite function
in the rites of all Eastern Churches, actually demanded some explanation.53 However, the
interpretation of the veil of the tabernacle as “sky” was very common in the West as well. Bede,
for example, in his work On the Tabernacle, explains in full agreement with the Eastern
expositors that “the veil figures the sky.” He adds that when once a year on the Day of Expiation
the high priest of Israel passed through the sky-curtain of the tabernacle in order to offer



(Leviticus 16: 12ff), he—like Christ, the eternal Highpriest—actually “entered into heaven
itself” (in ipsum coelum intravit).54 Now the sky-curtain, according to Exodus (26: 31f), was hung
before four pillars. Those pillars were often identified with the four corners of the world, but full
scope was also given to other interpretations. Bede, for example, identified the four pillars with
“the powers of the celestial hosts, adorned with the four virtues,” and later interpreters of the
tabernacle claimed that the pillars signified Apostles.55 In the Reichenau miniature it is neither
the celestial hosts nor the virtues nor the Apostles that are credited with representing the four
pillars holding the veil of the tabernacle, but the four animal virtutes, the Evangelists—logically,
insofar as the picture precedes a Gospel Book.56
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