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Preface 

 

 + Several years ago I made an unexpected visit to the alpine city of Aosta, Italy, 

while traveling from Rome to Switzerland.  In the midst of the Roman ruins of this 

ancient city, I discovered a twelfth-century cloister filled with remarkable historiated 

capitals.  Walking through the cold galleries of the cloister on a crisp November day, I 

was captivated by the curious collection of stories sculpted in stone.  The sculpted 

capitals depicted a charming contingent of herd animals belonging to the patriarch Jacob; 

demons attacking a bishop in bed; Mary and Martha in inexplicable contortions; St. 

Augustine clothed in elaborate vestments; and an obscure saint named Ursus sitting 

among the poor.  Many capitals included Latin inscriptions to aid my interpretation.  The 

raw beauty and unusual style of the sculpture was intriguing.  The stylized figures 

interrupt the action of their stories to face the viewer, as if inviting engagement in the 

narrative.  I was fascinated.  When I discovered the surprising lack of scholarship on the 

sculpture, on medieval Aosta, and on Savoy, this dissertation was born. 

 My desire to understand the sculpture, and the regular canons who lived in the 

midst of these sculpted stories, inspired numerous scholarly adventures.  These 

adventures began with the study of Latin and medieval manuscripts, but soon my search 

for traces of the past led me from the archives into the Alps.  Accompanied by my 

husband, a capable sherpa, I traveled over the alpine passes to and from the Aosta valley 

and along tiny roads in the Valais (Switzerland), the mountainous region of Haute-Savoie 
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(France), and the Aosta valley itself.  My research even led to an island in the middle of 

Lake Orta in northern Italy.  For clues to the origin and interpretation of the sculpture, I 

followed the pilgrimage route from Grandson, Switzerland, around Lake Geneva, through 

Aosta, to Parma, Italy, and then from Aosta to Arles, France.  I visited numerous 

archeological and art museums wherever we went.  Both in art and artifact, I searched for 

shoes, crown-miters, furniture, sarcophagi, vestments, and weights, traces of the past that 

may have influenced the cloister sculpture or been familiar to the medieval canons.  

Although these journeys did not always produce the results that I had expected, I gained a 

sense of Aosta‘s place in the topography of what was once medieval Savoy.     

 My research also introduced me to a little known saint named Ursus, who lived 

outside the Roman walls of Aosta in the early Middle Ages.  This holy man performed 

pedestrian miracles well-suited to the local culture.  He found lost horses and tamed wild 

birds.  He made wine with rejuvenative powers, prayed for flood waters to recede, and 

prophesied the demonic demise of an evil bishop.  The sanctity of St. Ursus was evident 

not only in his miracles, but also in his distinctive acts of service and contemplation.  He 

visited the sick, fed the hungry (both men and birds), served the poor, sought justice for 

sinners, and supported the oppressed—all without neglecting divine worship, constant 

prayer, recitation of psalms, and fasting.  The life of this moral, just, and charitable priest 

served as an ideal exemplar for the medieval regular canons who called themselves by his 

name.   

 The material culture, places, and stories of medieval Aosta, both in manuscripts 

and in marble, led me to the world of religious reform and Augustinian canons.  The 
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twelfth century was an exciting time of religious change in the west.  These ecclesiastical 

changes form the backdrop for the story that took place in Aosta.  Thus, what started as a 

chance encounter has resulted in the chapters that follow, chapters that explore one 

manifestation of reform: the regularization of the canons of St. Ursus in Aosta.  
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Abstract 

 

The Augustinian Canons of St. Ursus: 

Reform, Identity, and the Practice of Place in Medieval Aosta 

 

 

Cheryl Lynn Kaufman, PhD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisors:  Martha G. Newman and Alison K. Frazier 

 

 

  This dissertation studies a local manifestation of ecclesiastical reform in the 

medieval county of Savoy: the twelfth-century transformation of secular canons into 

Augustinian regular canons at the church of Sts. Peter and Ursus in the alpine town of 

Aosta (now Italy).  I argue that textual sources, material culture, and the practice of place 

together express how the newly reformed canons established their identity, shaped their 

material environment, and managed their relationship with the unreformed secular canons 

at the cathedral.  The pattern of regularization in Aosta—instigated by a new bishop 

influenced by ideas of canonical reform—is only one among several models for 

implementing reform in medieval Savoy.  This study asserts the importance of this 

medieval county as a center for reforming efforts among a regional network of 

churchmen, laymen, and noblemen, including the count of Savoy, Amadeus III (d. 1148).   
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 After a prologue and introduction, chapter 1 draws on traditional textual evidence 

to recount the history of reform in medieval Savoy.  Chapters 2 through 4 focus on the 

twelfth-century sculpted capitals in the cloister built to accommodate the common life of 

the new regular canons.  Several of the historiated capitals portray the biblical siblings, 

Martha and Mary, and Leah and Rachel, as material metaphors that reflect and reinforce 

the active and contemplative lives of the Augustinian canons.  Other capitals represent 

the regular canons‘ assertion of their precedence over the cathedral canons and suggest 

tensions between the two communities.  The final chapter examines thirteenth-century 

conflicts over bell-ringing and ecclesiastical processions in the urban topography of 

Aosta to illustrate how the regular and secular canons continued to negotiate their 

relationship.  Appendices include an English translation of a vita of St. Ursus (BHL 

8453).  The dissertation as a whole reconstructs the places and material culture of 

medieval Aosta to convey the complexities of religious and institutional life during a time 

of reform and beyond.  
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1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

―…knowledge of all human activities in the past…is a knowledge of their traces…‖ 

 

―Everything a man says or writes, everything that he makes, everything he touches, can 

and ought to teach us about him…‖  

 

- Marc Bloch1 

 

 

 This dissertation integrates fragmentary traces of the past that teach us about the 

twelfth-century transformation of secular canons into regular canons at the church of Sts. 

Peter and Ursus in Aosta (Italy).2  I explore how the newly reformed Augustinian canons 

established their identity, shaped their material environment, and negotiated their 

relationship with the unreformed secular canons at the cathedral in Aosta.  The 

documentary evidence alone does not tell the complete story of the reformation of the 

canons of St. Ursus.  Uncovering the rich, complex, and nuanced history of religious life 

in the twelfth century in Aosta requires the integration of multiple sources and 

methodologies gleaned from a variety of disciplines.  

 For many reasons, Aosta provides an excellent opportunity to explore this 

interdisciplinary approach to the story of reform.  First, the city of Aosta offers a 

veritable treasure of primary sources, both material and documentary.  Roman walls and 

                                                 
1 Marc Bloch, The Historian’s Craft, trans. Peter Putnam (New York: Vintage Books, 1953), 54-55, 66. 
2 For brevity‘s sake, I refer to the church, cloister, and canons of Sts. Peter and Ursus simply by the name 

of St. Ursus, as is often done in medieval charters.  I use the Latin name Ursus rather than Orso (Italian), 

Ours (French), or the English translation of Ursus, which literally means ―bear.‖  Throughout the 

dissertation I use Anglicized versions of names and places (Peter, instead of Petrus; Milan, rather than 

Milano) when an English equivalent is commonly known.  If original Latin is less than three words, those 

word appear in italics.  If the Latin quotation is longer than three words, it is indicated by quotation marks.  

All Latin translations are mine, except where noted.  For location of Aosta in Italy, see fig. 3.   
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gates, medieval churches and sculpture, and archeological data enable the reconstruction 

of the material context of reform and enrich the interpretation of medieval charters, 

saints‘ lives, and papal bulls.  Second, scholarship on the twelfth-century religious history 

of Aosta and the larger county of Savoy has been limited, for the most part, to regional 

treatments that are largely descriptive in nature.  Because Savoy is located in current-day 

borderlands, nationalistic approaches to medieval history have overlooked this region, 

leaving us today with ample opportunity to expand our knowledge of this place at the 

heart of western Europe (fig. 1).  Third, Aosta‘s central, yet marginal, mountain location 

at the crossroads of major transalpine roads allows for an exploration of the importance 

of place in the transmission of religious ideals both north and south of the Alps (see figs. 

2 and 3).  Fourth, the survival of the vitae of the local saint Ursus, both in texts and in 

sculpture, provides a chance to explore the re-formation of the identities of the canons of 

St. Ursus at a time of religious transition.  Finally, the vast array of twelfth-century 

sculpture in Aosta allows a detailed exegesis of images that shaped the material and 

religious lives of the regular canons.  All of these reasons, and others that will appear in 

the chapters that follow, suggest that the story of reform in Aosta will enhance the larger 

narrative of ecclesiastical reform in western Europe.  

 The first part of this introduction examines the process of moral reform inside the 

church in western Europe, focusing on the regularization of secular clergy.  I summarize 

the larger context of papal and episcopal reform to provide background for understanding 

implementation of reforms in Savoy and Aosta.  Although reform in Aosta did not 
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originate with the papacy, multiple appeals to the pope by the regular canons of St. Ursus 

make it clear that papal support of reform mattered in Aosta.  

 The second part of the introduction describes my interdisciplinary approach to the 

history of reform in Aosta.  I begin with a synopsis of the historiography of medieval 

reform and regular canons.  I continue with an explanation of how my methodology 

integrates all available sources—traditional textual sources, material culture, and 

spiritually significant places—to understand the spiritual lives of the regular canons and 

their relationship to their clerical brothers through knowledge of their specific 

environment.  I introduce the places of Savoy and Aosta, including their historiography, 

followed by a detailed discussion of two particular places associated with the medieval 

canons of Aosta: the cathedral on one hand, and the church and cloister of St. Ursus on 

the other.  I end the introduction with a brief overview of the chapters that follow.  

 

Ecclesiastical Reform 

 The story of ecclesiastical reform begins in the eleventh century, a time when 

laity and religious alike were calling for significant changes in the church—changes 

expressed in terms of continuity with the sacred past.  Although the changes needed were 

multiple and complicated, I primarily focus on the reordering of spiritual life, or moral 

reform, inside the church.  There was no single impetus or pattern for this reform.  But 

the contradiction between the lifestyles of the clergy and the apostolic model of a pious 



 
4 

life made the need for change obvious.3  The visible excesses and public immorality of 

Pope Benedict IX (1032-1046/8) epitomized the charge that many monks and clerics, 

even the pope himself, resembled wealthy lords rather than pious servants of Christ.4  At 

the highest levels, the church had lost its moral compass. 

 The end of the papacy of Benedict IX marks a turning point toward restoring right 

order in the church.  Benedict‘s buying and selling of the papal office—an extreme case 

of simony—resulted in a three-way schism resolved by Emperor Henry III when he 

appointed a German-born bishop to the papacy at the synod of Sutri in 1046.5  The 

papacies of the first two German popes were short-lived and no real change took place.  It 

was the election of Pope Leo IX (1049–1054), a German bishop with a pious reputation, 

that marked a significant step toward renewal of religious life inside the church.  From 

the onset, Leo visually embodied a return to a New Testament model by arriving in Rome 

dressed as a barefoot pilgrim.  A new era of moral reform had begun.6 

 As was the case with Leo‘s barefoot arrival in Rome, religious change in the 

eleventh and twelfth centuries was expressed in terms of continuity with models from the 

sacred past.7  The laity, as well as clergy, monks, and popes, sought to reestablish the 

                                                 
3 An authoritative statement on the decadence of the clergy as the primary stimulus for reform is found in 

Herbert Grundmann, Religious Movements in the Middle Ages, trans. Robert E. Lerner (Notre Dame: 

University of Notre Dame Press, 1995), 87. 
4 Uta-Renate Blumenthal discusses the scandalous rumors of the papacy of Benedict IX, including his 

intent to get married in The Investiture Controversy: Church and Monarchy from the Ninth to the Twelfth 

Century (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1988), 556.   
5 The right of the emperor to participate in the election of popes seems to have been granted to him by the 

Roman elite five days after the emperor participated in the council of Sutri. Ibid., 57.  
6 Leo IX started the gradual development of reform, from the perspective of a top-down theory.  Ibid., 64, 

70. 
7 Note that medieval lay movements also adopted the powerful symbolism of the attire of barefoot pilgrims 

to exhibit a return to the vita apostolica and personal poverty.  The Pataria (eleventh-century Milan), 
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right order in their world by returning to an ideal of spiritual purity.  This ideal was 

modeled primarily on the primitive church and the lives of the apostles—the vita 

apostolica.8  Scholars have typically used a variety of terms to encapsulate these changes: 

restoration, renaissance, revival, renewal, renovation, or reformation.9  All contain the 

same sense of turning back toward historic models.  Spiritual ideals from the sacred past 

in the East, where Christ and the apostles had lived, were re-formed to address the 

contemporary concerns that had arisen in western Christendom.  For the purposes of this 

dissertation, I employ the term ―reform‖ to refer to changes taking place in the eleventh 

and twelfth centuries.10 

 Pope Leo IX did not waste any time addressing problems in the church.  At his 

first synod in 1049 in Reims, he made a bold attack against ecclesiastical vices and lay 

influence within the church.  Leo set the stage at Reims for reform efforts that occurred 

over the next hundred years.  He called for the church to purge itself of the 

…many illicit practices which were exercised in Gaul such as the 

simoniac heresy, offices of the church and altar that are held by laity, 

depraved customs which have been received from those in the atriums of 

the churches, unholy marriages, monks and clerics withdrawing from a 

                                                                                                                                                 
Humiliati (twelfth-century Lombardy), and Waldensians (twelfth-century), and the reformers Norbert of 

Xanten and Robert of Arbrissel took on the dress of pilgrims, outwardly expressing a turn from greed and 

wealth to a life of voluntary poverty.  These lay movements and individual reformers prefigured the vows 

of poverty and attire of the preaching friars. 
8 It may be the case that the increased economic success of trade and industry in southern France and 

Lombardy resulted in wealthy clergy whose attire and lifestyles contradicted the life of Christ and that of 

the apostles found in the gospel.  Grundmann, 86-87.  See also, Lester K. Little, Religious Poverty and the 

Profit Economy in Medieval Europe (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983). 
9 For example, Richard Southern used the term ―restoration‖ rather than ―renaissance or reformation.‖  

Richard Southern, The Making of the Middle Ages (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953), 141. 
10 I have chosen to use the term ―reform‖ because of its appearance in a twelfth-century document from 

Savoy on reform. 
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holy way of life and character, clerks eager for worldly military service, 

the unjust deceptions and plunder of the poor, and the vice of sodomy.11   

 

The church, in short, was visibly in need of moral reform.  Leo‘s confrontation of 

immorality sent a message not only to the church in Gaul, but to clergy throughout 

western Europe.  In the words of Bruno of Segni, ―Leo's roar soon shook the earth, 

terrified the sacrilegious, upset the symoniacs, and wounded the army of married 

priests… ‖12  Church reformers responded to Leo‘s summons against immorality in the 

church with a movement toward communal living, personal poverty, and renewal of 

liturgical practice.  Although many factors and individuals were involved in the initiation 

of ecclesiastical reform, ―Leo‘s roar‖ was a powerful impetus.  

 One remedy for immorality inside the church—the replacement of secular canons 

with regulars—is the primary focus of this dissertation.  It is, therefore, worth taking a 

moment to define these ecclesiastical terms.  The medieval term ―canon‖ (canonicus) 

designated a priest who performed liturgical services at a collegiate church or cathedral 

and was supported by its revenues.  A secular canon (seculus canonicus) was a priest who 

lived in the world, was non-resident, owned private property, and in some cases, was 

married or had a concubine.  In contrast, the priest who was a regular canon lived in 

obedience to a rule (regula), taking vows of chastity, personal poverty, and communal 

                                                 
11 ―de multis inlicitis, quae in Gallicis finibus exercebantur, i.e. de simoniaca haeresi, de ministeriis 

ecclesiaticis et altaribus, quae a laicis tenebantur, de pravis consuetudinibus, quae ab eis in atriis 

ecclesiarum accipiebantur, de incestis coniugiis, de monachis et clericis a sancto proposito et habitu 

recedentibus, de clericis mundali militiae studentibus, de rapinis pauperumque iniustis captionibus, de 

sodomitico vitio.‖  Leo IX, in Regesta pontificum Romanorum: ab condita ecclesia ad annum post 

Christum natum, vol. 1, ed. Philippus Jaffé, (Lipsiae: Veit et Comp, 1885), 532.  

12 Bruno of Segni on Leo IX, On Simoniacs, late eleventh century, in Medieval Sourcebook online 

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/source/11brunosegni-simony.html.  Accessed May 1, 2010.   
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living, similar to a monk (although monks were not typically priests).  The term regular 

can refer to either monks or regular canons, since both make vows to follow a rule.  

Groups of secular or regular canons were called colleges, chapters, communities, or in the 

case of regular canons, monasteries.13  I refer to the transition from seculars to regulars as 

the regularization, or monasticization, of the secular clergy.  The meaning of clergy 

(clerus) or cleric (clericus) varied in the Middle Ages, but in general, these were broader 

terms referring to priests serving in any type of church.14  While all canons were clerics, 

not all clerics were canons.  The vocation of regular clergy was in line with Leo‘s moral 

reform, addressing what Leo called the ‗depraved customs‘ and ‗unholy way of life‘ of 

the clergy.  It was just such a change—the transformation of the secular canons of St. 

Ursus into regular canons—that signaled the arrival of reform in Aosta. 

 The trend toward replacing secular clergy with regulars included the papacy itself, 

beginning with the Pope Stephen IX (1057-1058).  For a century, from 1057–1159, 

eleven of seventeen popes were former monks or regular canons.15  One of the most well-

known reformers in this list, Hildebrand, chose the papal name of Gregory VII (1073-

1085), nominally linking himself to the saintly monk and pope, Gregory the Great (540-

604), and the glorious ecclesiastical past.  The rise in status of regular canons during the 

eleventh and twelfth centuries is evident in the selection of several regular canons as 

                                                 
13 Giles Constable, The Reformation of the Twelfth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1996), 9-11. 
14 Carolyn Walker Bynum, Jesus as Mother: Studies in the Spirituality of the High Middle Ages (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1982), 11, 54. 
15 Stephen IX (1057-58), Gregory VII (1073-1085), Victor III (1086-1087), Urban II (1088-1099), Paschal 

II (1099-1118), Gelasius II (1118-1119), Honorius II (regular canon) (1124-1130), Innocent II (regular 

canon) (1130-1143), Lucius II (regular canon) (1144-1145), Eugenius III (Cistercian monk) (1145-1153) 

and Hadrian IV (Augustinian canon of St. Ruf) (1154-1159). 
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pope.  At least in theory, the vows of the regulars would combat the vices of unchaste and 

greedy priests in the papal curia and support the tenets of moral reform.  

 The trend of electing monks and regular canons as popes set the stage for 

appointing regulars in other ecclesiastical offices traditionally held by secular clergy.  

The Election Decree of 1059 placed the preliminary election of new popes in the hands of 

the cardinals.  Thus, reform-minded popes ensured the continuation of reform by 

appointing reformers—many of them regulars—as cardinals.  These reformed cardinals, 

in turn, selected reformers as pope.  In the last quarter of the eleventh-century, all of the 

cardinal bishops whose origins are known were former monks.  Several powerful 

reformers came from the ranks of the cardinals, including the hermit Peter Damian (1007-

1072), and Odo, the former grand-prior of Cluny (who later became pope as Urban II).  

Between 1073 and 1118, eleven cardinals came from Monte Cassino; two of them later 

became pope.16  The Cistercians were also well represented in the curia.  Eight Cistercian 

monks were cardinals in the twelfth century, one of whom, Bernard of Pisa, became Pope 

Eugenius III.17  The choice of regulars as popes and cardinal bishops ensured the 

continuation of reform initiatives in Rome.  

 The movement toward regularization of the episcopate spread outside the curia as 

well, including the selection in c. 1132 of a regular canon as the new reforming bishop of 

Aosta.  In the eleventh century, bishops were typically chosen from among noblemen, but 

a new trend of selecting abbots or monks as bishops began to flourish.  In France, several 

                                                 
16 I. S. Robinson, The Papacy 1073-1198: Continuity and Innovation (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1993), 213-14.   
17 Ibid., 218.  
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Cistercian and Cluniac monks served as bishops.18  At the southern boundary of Savoy, 

Bishop Hugh of Grenoble (1080-1132) became a monk at Cluny soon after he became 

bishop.  Hugh‘s embrace of monastic life subsequent to his election as bishop differs 

from the typical pattern, but his desire for the regular life was common among reform-

minded bishops.  Hugh of Grenoble participated as a reforming bishop in the reform of 

the abbey of St. Maurice in Savoy, as will be discussed in the next chapter.   

 In addition to bishops, many cathedral canons also regularized.  Reforming popes 

and bishops then used these new communities of regulars to promote ecclesiastical 

reform.19  In northern Italy, from the late eleventh through the twelfth century, several 

cathedral chapters reformed.20    

 

 

                                                 
18 Monk-bishops in Burgundy included Geoffrey of Langres (1139-1163), Warner of Langres (1193-1200), 

Henry III of Auxerre (1136-51), and Alain of Auxerre (1152-1167), a biographer of St. Bernard of 

Clairvaux.  Cluniac monk-bishops in Burgundy included William of Sabran in Langres (1138), Hugh II of 

Auxerre (1115-1136), and Englebert of Chalon (1178-80), the former abbot of Molesme. See Constance 

Brittain Bouchard, Sword, Miter, and Cloister: Nobility in the Church in Burgundy 980-1198 (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 1987), 75.  See also Bouchard‘s Spirituality and Administration: The Role of the 

Bishop in Twelfth Century Auxerre (Cambridge: Mediaeval Academy of America, 1979).  Elsewhere in 

France, the Cistercian Henry of France, third son of King Louis the Fat, became bishop of Beauvais (1149-

1162) and archbishop of Reims (1162-1175).  Ivo, bishop of Chartres (1090-1115), was formerly a 

Benedictine monk and prior of the regular canons at Beauvais.  For a complete list of Cistercian bishops 

and Cistercian monasticism in relation to reform see Martha Newman, The Boundaries of Charity: 

Cistercian Culture and Ecclesiastical Reform, 1098-1180 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996). 
19 Giles Constable, in Renewal and Reform in Religious Life: Concepts and Realities in Renaissance and 

Renewal in the Twelfth Century, ed. Robert L. Benson and Giles Constable (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 1991), 52; Christoph Egger, ―The Canon Regular: Saint-Ruf in context,‖ in Adrian IV The English 

Pope (1154-1159), ed. Brenda Bolton and Anne J. Duggan (Burlington and Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), 21. 
20 The cathedral chapters of Pistoia, Florence, Bologna, Mantua, Vicenza, and Volterra reformed in the 

second half of the eleventh century and Verona‘s cathedral reformed in the early twelfth century.  The 

cathedral in Padua reformed in the early eleventh century, while reformation took place in other northern 

Italian cities in the early twelfth century.  Maureen C. Miller, The Formation of a Medieval Church:  

Ecclesiastical Change in Verona, 950-1150 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 58. 
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Augustinian Regular Canons 

This dissertation focuses primarily on one manifestation of regularization, the 

transformation of secular canons into regular canons, and specifically, into Augustinian 

regular canons.  Regular canons, a hybrid of priests and monks, took sacred vows.  

Unlike traditional monks, the regular canons combined an internal focus on 

contemplation with an active, outward focus on the edification of the laity and pastoral 

care—balancing the love of God with the love of others.21  Their life was formed, or re-

formed, on the model of the primitive church and the apostles—the vita apostolica—to 

combine preaching with personal poverty and communal life as expressed in Acts 4:32.22  

Their awareness of their responsibility for setting a moral example, both in word and 

deed, was central to the spiritual identity of the regular canons.23  They had ―the best of 

both worlds.‖  They could lead a spiritual life of contemplation in cloistered communities 

and at the same time perform pastoral work.24  Thus, the trend toward regularization of 

the clergy was one way of purifying the church from within, that is, of reestablishing a 

moral clergy that resembled the apostles rather than wealthy noblemen.   

 The Lateran Council of 1059 was significant in promoting the life of regular 

canons, but fell short of requiring the common life and renunciation of private property 

                                                 
21 M.D. Chenu, Nature, Man, and Society in the Twelfth Century: Essays on New Theological Perspectives 

in the Latin West (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957), 239.  See also, G. Morin, The Ideal of the 

Monastic Life Found in the Apostolic Age, trans. C. Gunning (London: R. & T. Washbourne, 1914); Giles 

Constable, The Reformation of the Twelfth Century; and Caroline Walker Bynum, Jesus as Mother.    
22 Acts 4:32 states ―…the company of those who believed were of one heart and soul, and no one said that 

any of the things which he possessed was his own, but they had everything in common.‖  Bynum, Jesus as 

Mother, 22-23. 

23 Ibid., 36, 58.   
24 Constable, The Reformation of the Twelfth Century, 21.   
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by all cathedral canons.  Cardinal Hildebrand, the future Pope Gregory VII, led the 

initiative that in the end only ―admonished‖ canons to ―strive with all their might to attain 

to the apostolic, that is the common life,‖ maintaining chastity, and eating and sleeping 

near the churches where they were ordained.  But the council did not ban the ownership 

of private property.25  A 1092 privilege of Pope Urban II for the regular canons of 

Rottenbuch also contains references to the ideal of the primitive church and the apostles.  

The privilege states that regular canons ―renewed (renovatis) the proven life of the holy 

fathers and revived (suscitatis) the institutions of the apostolic discipline which arose at 

the origins of the holy church but were almost obliterated as it grew.‖  This privilege of 

Urban II endowed the regular canons with origins linked to the sacred past and 

established them as equal to monks.26   

 Around 1100, the regular canon Lietbert of St. Ruf also claimed a worthy 

genealogy for his fellow canons, stating that their lifestyle ―first flourished in Christ, in 

the apostles, in the primitive church, but subsequently, when love grew cold and 

persecution pressed, it withered away.  Pope Urban the Martyr then began to revive it by 

his decrees; the blessed Augustine ordained it in his rules; St. Jerome commended it in 

his letters.‖  According to Lietbert, after a period of decline, the regular life of canons 

                                                 
25 ―Et praecipientes statuimus, ut ii praedictorum ordinum, qui eidem praedecessori nostro obedientes 

castitatem servaverunt, iuxta ecclesias, quibus ordinati sunt, sicut oportet religiosos clericos, simul 

manducent et dormiant:  et quidquid eis ab ecclesiis venit, communiter habeant.  Et rogantes monemus, ut 

ad apostolicam communem scilicet vitam summopere pervenire studeant.‖ J. C. Dickinson, The Origins of 

the Austin Canons and Their Introduction into England (London: S. P. C. K., 1950), 32. 

26 Egger, 21. 
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was revived again in the eleventh century.27  From the point of view of medieval 

reformers, the lifestyle embodied in the revival of regular canons in the eleventh and 

twelfth centuries was not something new, but a time-honored expression of religious life 

established in the golden age of the church. 

 By the late eleventh century, regular canons had become known as Augustinian 

canons.  While regular canons followed various rules in the Middle Ages, adapting the 

monastic rules of Benedict, Chrodegang, and Aachen (Aix-la-Chapelle), the predominant 

rule was that of Augustine.  Augustine‘s Rule, although its authorship is questionable, 

expresses the ideals that St. Augustine himself embodied: a celibate, communal life of 

contemplation coupled with the active life of the priesthood.  Augustine‘s own conviction 

was that the true contemplative life, lived before God, must overflow from a life 

dedicated to the love of others.28  The example of his communal life as a bishop and his 

abdication of privately owned property were repeatedly used by reformers as an effective 

means of reform.  Adoption of the rule of Augustine removed non-celibate clerics and 

imposed a check on personal wealth; thus, it addressed the concerns of reformers.29  The 

flexibility of Augustine‘s Rule also contributed to its widespread adoption, allowing 

colleges of canons to modify the rule to meet the needs of a variety of situations.   

 Reforming bishops in France and Italy were among the first to replace secular 

canons with regular Augustinian canons.  Among the most famous eleventh-century 

                                                 
27 Giles Constable, Renewal and Reform in Religious Life, 52 and Egger, 21.  For Pope Urban II see 

Epistolae et Privilegia, PL 151:338C-D and for Lietbert see, Epistola ad Ogerium Praepositum 

Congregationis Ferranicae, PL 157:718D. 
28 Gerhart B. Ladner, The Idea of Reform: Its Impact on Christian Thought and Action in the Age of the 

Fathers (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1959), 337. 
29 Ibid., 385. 
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foundations were the regular canons of St. Ruf, near Avignon, France, and the regular 

canons of San Frediano in Lucca, Italy.30  St. Ruf was established in 1039 when four 

canons from the cathedral at Avignon chose to live a communal life outside the walls of 

the city in an abandoned church named for St. Ruf.  The church was located on the side 

of a Roman road, in an ancient Christian cemetery where St. Ruf had been buried during 

the first implantation of Christianity in the region.31  Thus, both the place where the 

regular canons of St. Ruf lived and their lifestyle harkened back to the golden age of 

Christianity. 

 The regular canons of St. Ruf expanded, establishing communities in southern 

France, primarily in the Rhone valley, as well as in Catalonia (Spain).  In many cases, 

they re-formed existing cathedral chapters, such as Maguelonne, or occupied churches 

donated by bishops.32  By 1206, the canons of St. Ruf had founded sixty-six communities 

of Augustinian canons, fifty-six in France, eight in Spain, and four in Italy.  The majority 

of the foundations had a minimal material footprint.33  At least some of the Augustinian 

churches, however, contained artistic ornamentation, including paintings and sculpture.  

                                                 
30 Blumenthal, 68-69. 
31 Yvette Lebrigand, ―Origines et première diffusion de l‘Ordre de Saint-Ruf,‖ Le monde des chanoines 

(XI
e
 - XIV

e
 s.), Cahiers de Fanjeaux 24 (Toulouse: Privat, 1989), 167.  The customs of St. Ruf were not 

strenuous.  The canons wore cowls made of linen instead of wool, were allowed to eat meat and drink wine, 

and silence was required only during certain times of day.  They were a learned community.  Although the 

extensive library of St. Ruf has disappeared, texts attributed to the canons of St. Ruf included quotations 

from Pope Leo I, Ambrose, Augustine, Gregory the Great, Isidore of Seville, and Amalarius of Metz, 

among many others. Ibid., 176. 
32 Egger, 23. 
33 Lebrigand, 171-174.  The foundation of regular canons following the rule of St. Augustine at Santa 

Maria de l‘Estany around 1080 was perhaps the first such foundation in Spain.  Roger Reynolds, ―An Early 

Rule for Canons Regular From Santa Maria de l‘Estany,‖ in Studies on Medieval Liturgical and Legal 

Manuscripts from Spain and Southern Italy (Farnham: Ashgate Variorum, 2009).  Originally published in 

Miscellania liturgica catalana 10, (Barcelona, 2001), 165.  I have not yet been able to link the rule of the 

canons at Aosta to the rule of St. Ruf, Lucca, Marbach, or Santa Maria de l‘Estany.  
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Although the extant ruins of the apse of the church of St. Ruf exhibit no trace of 

decoration, an eleventh-century manuscript documents a grievance between the cathedral 

of Avignon and the canons of St. Ruf over artists and sculptors, suggesting that the early 

material culture of the college of St. Ruf probably included sculpture and art.34     

 The chief center for regular canons in Italy was Lucca.35  The canons at the 

church of St. Frediano—founded in the sixth century—were living a common life at least 

by 1046.  By 1068, Pope Alexander II, the former Bishop Anselm of Lucca, placed the 

regular canons at St. Frediano under papal protection and introduced the Augustinian 

Rule.  Beginning with the papacy of Alexander, the canons of St. Frediano had a special 

relationship with Rome, establishing regular canons at several churches, including the 

Lateran.36  The fame of the regular canons of Lucca spread far and wide.37   

                                                 
34 Victor Mortet and Paul Dechamps, Recueil de texts relatifs a l’histoire de l’architecture, vol. 1 (Paris: 

Éditions du Comité des Travaux historiques et scientifiques, 1995), 305-308.  A letter of Pope Hadrian IV, 

dated April 20, 1156 and addressed to the canons of Pisa, announces the arrival of Augustinian canons from 

St. Ruf of Avignon on their way to Italy to seek stones and columns for their new abbey indicates the effort 

made by the canons to find marble to decorate their foundation.  Ibid, 96-97.  Churches and cloisters of 

Augustinian canons in Spain were also decorated.  See Pamela A. Patton, Pictorial Narrative in the 

Romanesque Cloister (New York: Peter Lang, 2004). 
35 It is likely that the regular canons at Lucca preceded those at St. Ruf.  P.-M. Gy, following the liturgical 

historian, Lilli Gjerløw, suggests that Lietbert of St. Ruf borrowed elements for his rule from the customary 

compiled in Lucca at the time of Bishop Anselm, the same bishop who was responsible for the collectio 

canonum.  The relationship between houses of Augustinian canons was not clear. For example, although 

the church of Estany in Spain was linked to the canons of St. Ruf, Roger Reynolds has shown that the 

Iberian customary at Estany ultimately derived from the Lucca ordo or a close intermediary. Reynolds, 

173-174.   
36 Edward B. Garrison, ―Three Manuscripts from Lucchese Canons of S. Frediano in Rome,‖ in Journal of 

the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 38 (1975), 1-3.   
37 Given its special relationship with Rome, St. Frediano rose to fame and several regular canons from 

Lucca became cardinals.  Hugh of St. Victor praised the effervescence of the Lucca canons, playfully 

punning on Lucca and lucere (to shine) (―canonicis lucensibus vere lucentibus‖).  Using a similar pun, 

Pope Paschal II linked the lifestyle of the Lucca canons with the name of their city, in his comment that 

―the light of the common and apostolic life was diffused by their church all the way to the summit of the 

foremost seat.‖ (―...per ecclesiam vestram divinum illud communis et apostolicae vitae lumen usque ad 

primae sedis verticem diffusum est‖).  This passage indicates that Paschal saw the light as spreading from 

Lucca to Rome, rather than the other way around.  Martino Guisti, ―Notizie sulle canoniche Lucchesi,‖ in 
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 Regular canons were also present in Savoy in the Middle Ages.  The Augustinian 

regular canons of St. Gilles were established at Verrés, about twenty miles west of Aosta, 

in 1050 and by the twelfth century, Augustinian canons managed the hospices on the two 

passes where the Roman roads led over the Alps to the Aosta valley.  Augustinian canons 

were installed at Abondance beginning in 1108 and the secular canons of St. Maurice of 

Agaune were regularized in 1128.  Several years later, in 1142, the saintly Peter II, the 

Cistercian abbot of Tamié, became the archbishop of Tarentaise and immediately 

replaced the seculars of his cathedral with regular Augustinian canons.  At the same time, 

several other cathedrals in Savoy replaced their secular canons with regulars.38  Thus, the 

trend toward regularization stretched from Rome to the interior of the mountainous 

county of Savoy. 

 

Historiography of Reform  

 The historiography of church reform typically revolves around the study of texts.  

I follow this traditional approach in chapter 1, building on the indispensible scholarship 

concerning ecclesiastical reform written by Uta-Renate Blumenthal, Gerd Tellenbach, 

and I. S. Robinson.  In contrast to these scholars, however, I do not focus on the 

institution of the Church itself, the papacy, the political controversies that arose over lay 

investiture, or the broad and complicated issues of reform in general.  Rather, I 

                                                                                                                                                 
La vita comune del clero nei secoli XI e XII (Milano: Societa editrice vita e pensiero, 1962), 447.  The only 

connection that I have found between Lucca and Aosta are two twelfth-century manuscripts of the earlier 

version of the life of St. Ursus (BHL 8353b), extant in the Chapter Library: Lucca codex C, 1101-1150 and 

codex P+, 1126-1175. 
38 Réjane Brondy, Bernard Demotz, and Jean Pierre Leguay, La Savoie de l’an mil à la réforme: XIe- debut 

XVIe siècle (Rennes: Ouest-France, 1984), 54. 
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concentrate on one aspect of moral reform within the church as expressed in the 

regularization of secular clergy in one particular place, Aosta.  This local focus 

contributes to a scholarly trend that integrates documentary evidence with material 

culture to investigate the implementation of reform in particular places from the ground 

up, an approach that has revealed the important role of laymen in reform.39   

 The historiography of regular canons also focuses largely on texts.  In the 1940s 

Charles Dereine led the way in his study of regular canons, inspiring scholarly 

explorations that culminated at a conference in 1959.40  Afterwards, scholarship on 

regular canons faded until Caroline Walker Bynum revived the topic in Docere Verbo et 

Exemplo (1979) and Jesus as Mother (1982).  In contrast to earlier scholars, Bynum used 

traditional textual material in a new way to concentrate on verbal imagery incorporated in 

the non-polemical writings of the canons themselves.  The scholarship of Giles Constable 

does not focus solely on Augustinian canons, but he includes research on regular canons 

in his work on medieval spirituality and monasticism in The Reformation of the Twelfth-

                                                 
39 Maureen Miller, ―The Crisis in the Investiture Crisis Narrative,‖ History Compass 7/6 (2009), 1570-

1580, esp. 1574-1575. See also John Howe‘s article presenting overwhelming evidence for the lay 

nobility‘s role in establishing reformed foundations. ―The Nobility‘s Reform of the Medieval Church,‖ The 

American Historical Review 93/2 (1988): 317-339. 
40 In part, Dereine‘s scholarship on the regular canons was an effort of twentieth-century canons 

themselves to make a case for the canons‘ participation in the spiritual revival of the twelfth-century at a 

time when scholarship primarily focused on monastic spirituality.  Bynum, Jesus as Mother, 23.  The 

following works by Dereine have influenced my understanding of the canons‘ reform: ―Vie commune, 

règle de saint Augustin, et chanoines reguliers au XIe siècle, Revue d’ histoire ecclésiastique 41 (1946): 

365-406; ―Saint-Ruf et ses coutumes aux XIe et XIIe siècles,‖ Revue bénédictine 59 (1949): 161-182; 

―Coutumiers et ordinaries de chanoines reguliers,‖ Scriptorium 5 (1951): 107-113; Les chanoines réguliers 

au diocèse de Liège avant saint Norbert (Louvain: Bibliothèque de l'Université, 1952); and ―La ‗vita 

apostolica‘ dans l‘ordre canonical du IXe au XI siècles,‖ Revue Mabillon 51 (1961): 47-53.  I have also 

consulted John Compton Dickinson‘s synopsis of the history of Augustinian canons in The Origins of the 

Austin Canons and Their Introduction into England (London: S.P.C.K., 1950).  M.-D. Chenu also includes 

Augustinian canons in his theological exploration of medieval spirituality in Nature, Man, and Society in 

the Twelfth-Century. 
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Century (1996).  Like Bynum, Constable primarily concentrated on texts, but he explored 

the distillation of religious ideals into metaphors in Three Studies in Medieval Religious 

and Social Thought (1995).  His research on Mary and Martha as medieval metaphors for 

the active and contemplative lives was a foundational resource for my discussion of the 

sculpture of Mary and Martha in chapter 4.  Like Bynum and Constable, I use texts to 

reconstruct the religious, social, and intellectual expression of canonical life in Aosta, but 

unlike these authors, I also employ a broader range of sources.41  Constable occasionally 

uses art to illustrate his text-based arguments, but I place equal emphasis on texts, 

material culture, and urban topography as sources for the history of the regular canons in 

Aosta.   

 In contrast to the traditional text-based approach, some scholars have turned to 

material culture and geography to discuss church history.  Maureen Miller, for example, 

integrates material culture and space in her research on medieval Italy.  In The Bishop’s 

Palace:  Architecture and Authority in Medieval Italy (2000), Miller combines the study 

of texts, architecture, archeological data, and the significance of space to tell the story of 

the bishop‘s authority and church reform in the Middle Ages.42  Miller‘s approach to 

sources is similar to my own.  While Miller‘s primary source in The Bishop’s Palace is 

architecture, my research focuses on sculpture.  I combine an examination of charters and 

                                                 
41 In the new book, Mortariensis ecclesia: una congregazione di canonici regolari in Italia (Berlin: Lit 

Verlag, 2007), Cristina Andenna continues the traditional textual approach to history, offering an extensive 

survey of the texts related to regular canons throughout western Europe; the survey overshadows her 

concentration on the implantation of regular canons in Mortariensis in northern Italy. 
42 See also, Maureen Miller, "Topographies of Power in the Urban Centers of Medieval Italy: Communes, 

Bishops, and Public Authority," Beyond Florence: Rethinking Medieval and Early Modern Italy, ed. Paula 

E. Findlen, Michelle M. Fontaine, Duane J. Osheim (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 181-189. 
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texts with a detailed exegesis of the iconography of sculpture and the meaning of the 

places connected to reform in Aosta.  In her article, ―The Crisis in the Investiture Crisis 

Narrative‖ (2009), Miller recommends just such a thorough study of local texts and 

material culture to analyze the interactions of ecclesiastical communities and institutions 

in the urban landscape of Rome in order to reevaluate the history of the investiture crisis 

and the papacy.43   

 Using archaeological data as a source, as Miller does, is not a common practice 

among medieval historians.  Typically, archeology is used to reconstruct the history of 

pre-historic peoples because of a lack of texts.  Since at least some medieval texts are 

extant, medieval historians, especially those who study religion, do not usually resort to 

such fragmentary material data.  Recently, John Moreland‘s Archaeology, Theory, and 

the Middle Ages:  Understanding the Early Medieval Past (2010) has addressed the use 

of archeological sources even in the medieval period, when texts may be extant.  

Moreland explains the tension between the archaeologists‘ preference for things as the 

most valuable sources versus the historians‘ assertion that texts are more reliable sources 

                                                 
43 Maureen C. Miller, ―The Crisis in the Investiture Crisis Narrative,‖ 1570-1580.  Note that Maureen 

Miller‘s current research is on another material expression of religious life; that is, clerical clothing and the 

representation of authority in medieval Europe.  Ibid, 1576.  Megan Cassidy-Welch is another historian 

who integrates the history of one particular order of reformed monasticism and material culture.  In this 

case, Cassidy-Welch concentrates on the material delineations of space in Cistercian monasteries in 

England.  Her study demonstrates the application of modern theories and methodologies related to space to 

an iconic medieval building that is common to many expressions of the regular life.  Megan Cassidy-

Welch, Monastic Spaces and their Meanings: Thirteenth-Century English Cistercian Monasteries 

(Belgium: Brepols, 2001).   
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than things.  He asserts that any attempt to understand the medieval past should engage 

the full range of available sources—material and textual.44   

 The art historian Dorothy Glass also incorporates archeological data, architecture, 

and sculpture in her work on material culture and church reform.  In The Sculpture of 

Reform in North Italy, ca 1095-1130:  History and Patronage of Romanesque Façades 

(2010), Glass establishes the history of reform in the Emilia/Romagna as context for the 

study of Italian Romanesque sculpture, focusing on the importance of patronage, politics, 

and theology.  She acknowledges the power of geography in the placement of churches, 

both churches that have significant material fabric and sculpture, and those churches that 

are no longer extant.  The purpose of Glass‘ history of reform and the history of the 

churches themselves is to understand Romanesque sculpture.  Like Glass, I lay a 

foundation of church reform as a framework for the interpretation of the sculpture in 

Aosta.  But my ultimate purpose is not to understand the sculpture itself, but to discover 

what the sculpture can reveal about the reforming canons who created and lived among 

these stories in stone.45 

 

 

 

                                                 
44 Karen Harvey‘s History and Material Culture: A Student’s Guide to Approaching Alternative Sources 

(Routledge: London and New York, 2009) is a practical guide to theories of material culture and 

demonstrates how to engage, as well as teach students to engage, non-textual sources.  This book suggests 

that material culture will be more common in the writing of history in the future. 
45 Linda Seidel discusses the historiated capitals in the name of St. Lazare in Autun in terms of ―Sculpted 

Stories.‖  Linda Seidel, Legends in Limestone: Lazarus, Gislebertus, and the Cathedral of Autun (Chicago 

and London: University of Chicago Press, 1999).   
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Methodology  

 Starting from a foundation built on a more traditional text-based approach, I 

follow Miller and Glass by engaging a broader range of sources.  I propose a 

methodology that incorporates all available sources, or in the words of Marc Bloch 

above, all traces of ―human activities in the past‖—everything the medieval canons 

wrote, made, saw, heard, or touched, and places where they lived, walked, and 

worshiped—to reconstruct the story of the reformation of the canons of St. Ursus in 

Aosta.46  My engagement with such a disparate collection of sources has required the 

integration of methodologies and theories from history, art history, archeology, human 

geography, and material culture studies to develop a holistic approach.  The purpose of 

this interdisciplinary approach is to consider all the traces of medieval Aosta in such a 

way as to discover connections between these sources.  Each type of source informs the 

others.  Together, texts, places, and things offer multiple dimensions and perspectives on 

reform in Aosta that a solitary source cannot produce. 

 Of these three traces of the medieval past—texts, places, and things—historians 

most often use texts.  Although, of course, documents are material objects, my 

dissertation focuses not on codicology, but on content.47  I discuss the content of a variety 

of texts that medieval canons in Aosta may have written, seen, heard, or memorized.  But 

these texts, which I discuss primarily in chapter 1, do not offer the complete story of 

reform.  They must be situated in the tangible reality of ecclesiastical life.  It is necessary, 

                                                 
46 Bloch, 54-55.  
47 Concerning the materiality of documents as a means to access the past see Shane Butler, The Matter of 

the Page: Essays in Search of Ancient and Medieval Authors (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 

2011), introduction. 



 
21 

therefore, to consider places and things to gain a richer perspective on the spiritual lives 

of the regular canons. 

 Place offers a meaningful framework for the lived experience of the events 

described in texts.48  My choice to use the word ―place‖ rather than ―space‖ derives from 

philosopher Edward Casey‘s article, "How to Get From Space to Place in a Fairly Short 

Stretch of Time: Phenomenological Prolegomena," in Senses of Place (1997).  

Definitions of space and place differ from one discipline to another; I define space as 

abstract, and place as particular.49  Humans actively experience and attribute meaning to 

specific places.  Thus, over time, it is possible for places to acquire multiple layers of 

meaning.  Places were not neutral in the Middle Ages.  Rather, they were significant in 

themselves as deep contexts constructed and reconstructed through movement, memory, 

and association with the past.50  The location of Aosta and the delineation of places 

within the city and its suburbs, both Roman and medieval, were important factors in the 

construction of identity for the canons of St. Ursus at the time of reform.  Places, in turn, 

are often delineated by material culture and filled with things.   

                                                 
48 The historiography for the study of place and space is extensive.  I include here only the works that have 

had the greatest impact on my ideas and research.  Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. 

Steven F. Rendall (University of California Press: Berkeley, 1984); Edward Casey, "How to Get From 

Space to Place in a Fairly Short Stretch of Time: Phenomenological Prolegomena," in Senses of Place 

(Santa Fe: School of American Research Press, 1997); Chistopher Tilley, Phenomenology of Landscape: 

Places, Paths and Monuments (Oxford: Berg Publishers, 1994); H. Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 

trans. D. Nicholson-Smith (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991); Bill Hillier and Julienne Hanson, The Social 

Logic of Space (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984); Mircea Eliade, Symbolism the Sacred and 

the Arts (New York: Crossroad, 1985); and Jonathan Z. Smith, To Take Place:  Toward Theory in Ritual 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987).   
49 The abstract notion of space was not common until Newton.  A. J. Gurevich, Categories of Medieval 

Culture, trans. G. L. Campbell (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985), 89.   
50 Tilley, 11. 
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 In addition to texts and places, the material traces of medieval Aosta include a 

variety of things that the medieval canons could have seen and touched.  I use the terms 

―things,‖ ―material culture,‖ and ―objects‖ interchangeably to refer to both art and 

artifact.51  Medieval Latin texts, in Aosta as elsewhere, repeatedly use the noun res 

(thing) to refer to objects, buildings, and even ruins of buildings.52  Some of these objects 

are aesthetic, intentionally created to stimulate the mind and the senses, while others are 

utilitarian. Some objects are fragmented or damaged, while others are intact.  All types of 

medieval things are the result of creative acts that took place in the past, but unlike other 

historical events, things continue to exist today, with the result that we can re-experience 

them as tangible links to the medieval past.  As such, a ―thick description‖ of these things 

within the local context allows me to embed the discourse of reform in its most complete 

material expression.53    

 The process of discovering the meaning and use of objects in medieval Aosta is 

complex.  An object can be aesthetic, functional, and symbolic at the same time.  Objects 

can also be read as myths, poems, or metaphors, thus leading the historian into the realm 

of imaginative faculties.54  Such is the case in chapter 4, where I assert that the sculpture 

of Mary and Martha served as material objects that made tangible and visible a metaphor 

                                                 
51 Several scholars use the word ―thing‖ interchangeably with material culture, for example Steve Lubar 

and W. David Kingery, History from Things: Essays on Material Culture (Washington: Smithsonian 

Institution Press, 1993); Daniel Miller, ed., Material Cultures: Why Some Things Matter (London: 

Routledge, 1998); and Esther Pasztory, Thinking with Things: Toward a New Vision of Art (Austin: 

University of Texas Press, 2005). 
52 The Latin noun res is also used for different types of land or estates.  However, I use the term things in 

this dissertation to discuss material objects, rather than land.   
53 Clifford Geertz, ―Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture,‖ The Interpretation of 

Cultures (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1973). 
54 Harvey, 3-5.  
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for the difficult balance between the active and contemplative lives.55  As a material 

metaphor, the sculpture mediates between a textual metaphor and the embodiment of the 

religious lives of the canons.  Thus the multiple layers of meaning in this sculpture, and 

other material objects in Aosta, reveal the complexities of the spiritual lives of the regular 

canons.    

 The things of medieval Aosta, in various forms and complexities of meaning, both 

reflected and influenced culture.  As Marc Bloch asserts, relations between societies and 

things are ―obviously mutual, since man is constantly acting upon things and at the same 

time that they are acting upon him.‖56  One of the underlying premises of the study of 

material culture is that objects reflect the ―beliefs of the individuals who commissioned, 

fabricated, purchased, or used them and, by extension, the beliefs of the larger society to 

which these individuals belonged.‖  In turn, things can influence experience, shape 

identities, construct power, and impact social relationships and cultural behavior.57  Such 

is the case in medieval Aosta, where art and artifact both reflected and influenced the 

identities, power structures, and social relationships of the canons of St. Ursus. 

 This division of primary sources into texts, places, and things is obviously an 

artificial, heuristic construction.  In actuality, texts, places, and things overlap:  material 

objects may be inscribed with letters that could be treated as text; manuscripts bearing 

texts are also tangible objects experienced visually; and places are often filled with things 

                                                 
55 Linda Seidel also proposes a metaphorical/allegorical reading of the narrative capitals that once adorned 

the twelfth-century cloister of the Augustinian canons of St. Etienne in Toulouse.  Linda Seidel, ―Medieval 

Cloister Carving and Monastic Mentalité,‖ in The Medieval Monastery, Andrew MacLeish, ed. (St. Cloud: 

North Star Press of St. Cloud, Inc., 1988), 1-16. 
56 Bloch, 150. 
57 Harvey, 5-6.  
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and delineated by material boundaries.  Yet I have found this three-fold division useful to 

clarify my intention not only to expand the amount and variety of primary sources for 

thinking about the past, but also to place these sources in conversation with each other.  

My goal is to weave together the rich array of extant texts, places, and things from 

medieval Aosta in order to create, in the words of Robert Brentano, ―a more 

comprehensible, imaginable historical space‖58 for understanding the implementation of 

reform. 

 

Textual Foundation 

 One reason that the story of reform in Aosta is such a rewarding topic for my 

approach is the rich documentary evidence that is available, including charters, liturgical 

documents, papal bulls, and saints‘ lives.  One of my primary sources is a fifteenth-

century codex, the Cartulaire de Saint-Ours or Grand Cartulaire, that remains today in 

the archives of the college.59  This cartulary includes 648 entries dated from the eleventh 

                                                 
58 Robert Brentano, Rome Before Avignon: A Social History of Thirteenth-Century Rome (New York: 

Basic Books, 1974), 286. 
59 The complete text of the cartulary is published in Orphée Zanolli, Cartulaire de Saint-Ours (XVe siècle) 

(Aosta, 1975).  In my examination of the original cartulary in the archives of the church of St. Peter and 

Ursus, I noted that the first page of the manuscript itself is incorrectly entitled Kalendarium.  L. 

Schiaparelli explains that the erroneous title is due to the fact that the large Gothic initial ―K‖ was actually 

originally the letter ―R‖ written in one hand which was later incorrectly extended by another writer.  The 

―R,‖ he proposes, was the original fifteenth-century abbreviation for Registrum or Regestum. Zanolli, 

Cartulaire, 7.  In his introduction to the cartulary, Zanolli agrees with Schiaparelli‘s explanation.  My 

examination of the manuscript suggests that the large initial ―K‖ was intended to be an ―R.‖  It is easy to 

understand why a later writer would have assumed that this capital letter was indeed a ―K‖ and thus the title 

was extended to read kalendarium in a different ink.  Yet, I did not find a capital ―R‖ or ―K‖ in the body of 

the manuscript that resembles the titular letter that cryptically serves as a title for the document.  It is also 

possible that the ―K‖ or ―R‖ was an old shelf mark.  Given that the manuscript was restored in the twentieth 

century, it is difficult to determine if the ―K‖ appears on the original title page or if the original title page is 

missing (a sticker on the inside back cover indicates the manuscript was restored by an F. G. P. di Paolo 

Ferraris, laboratorio di Restauro, Torino.  No date is indicated for the restoration.)  In any case, it is clear 
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through the fifteenth centuries and contains not only charters, but also records of 

disputes, letters, and papal bulls.  Twelfth-century charters, papal bulls, and letters serve 

as the foundation for the story that I recreate in chapter 1.  And a feisty thirteenth-century 

arbitration document between the canons of St. Ursus and the canons of the cathedral 

inspired chapter 5, an exploration of how the two communities negotiated their 

relationship in the urban landscape.  Regarding the ecclesiastical history of Aosta, I must 

agree with Marc Bloch‘s statement, ―I know nothing which is better reading than a 

cartulary.‖60 

 Documents containing the vitae of St. Ursus, local patron saint of the regular 

canons, are essential for my interpretation of the sculpted vita of the saint in the cloister.  

The earliest evidence for the cult of St. Ursus is found in a ninth-century liturgical 

collection from Farfa, now Rome, Biblioteca nazionale, MS 29 (341) (fos. 269v-272r).61  

                                                                                                                                                 
that the manuscript bound together today is indeed a cartulary and not a calendar.  It is possible that carta, 

or cartula, was spelled with a ―K‖ or that a calendar was originally bound with the cartulary.  The volume 

is written in a Gothic cursive minuscule on paper approximately 40.50 cm x 30 cm.  The format is 

primarily two columns.  Forty-five pages are left blank (primarily at the end of the manuscript) presumably 

to allow the canons to add contemporary charters.  The fifteenth-century editor identifies himself in the text 

as Phillippe Soupplet, clerk and notary of the diocese of Cambrai and Soupplet (northern France).  In his 

transcriptions, Soupplet regularly omits the names of witnesses, the locations of the transactions, the feast 

days and the months.  He also adds tituli for each transaction and labels many pages with the name of the 

parish to which the charters pertain. Zanolli states that about seventy original breve recordationis and a 

hundred notarial acts that are in the cartulary still exist independently in the archives of the college.  Ibid, 7-

15.   
60 Bloch, 65.  To determine if the Cartulaire de Saint-Ours contains trustworthy transcriptions, I need to 

complete a thorough comparison of the extant original manuscripts copied into this fifteenth-century 

cartulary.  But after a comparison of an original papal bull dated 1227 to the transcription of the same 

document in the cartulary, I am reasonably convinced of the accuracy of the fifteenth-century cartulary.  

Until I have further access to the archives, I will cautiously proceed as if the transcriptions are reliable. 
61 Albertus Poncelet, Catalogus Codicum Hagiographicorum Latinorum Bibliothecarum Romanarum:  

Praeter Quam Vaticanae (Bruxellis: Apud Editores, 1909), 118, 123.  
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The Bollandists date this vita, BHL 8453b, between 876 and 925 C.E.62  BHL 8453b 

appears in four later codices:  an eleventh-century manuscript held at St. John Lateran, 

two twelfth-century manuscripts now at the Chapter Library in Lucca, and a sixteenth-

century codex at the Stadtbibliothek in Trier.63  (I have not yet examined these 

manuscripts.)  Although it is reasonable to assert that the medieval canons knew of BHL 

8453b, currently no medieval copies of this early text exist in Aosta.64  

Two copies of the second textual Life of Ursus, BHL 8453, are extant in Aosta.65   

The first is a twelfth-century manuscript found in the Aosta Library of St. Ursus (Orso), 

SO 13 (fos. 54r-65r).66  This copy of the vita is arranged as readings for the second and 

third nocturnes and as such was designed for use in the office of matins.  Interspersed 

with other brief liturgical readings, the vita is distributed over the eight days of an octave, 

                                                 
62 There is no evidence for dating within the textual vita—the dates are presumably determined by 

paleography.   
63 Rome, Italy, Archives of Saint John Lateran, A. 81 (alias D), 1001-1100; Lucca, Italy, Chapter Library, 

codex C, 1101-1150; Lucca, Italy, Chapter Library, codex P+, 1126-1175; and Trier, Germany, 

Stadtbibliothek, 1376 (578), 1501-1550.  Online Bibliotheca hagiographica latina manuscripta 

(http://bhlms.fltr.ucl.ac.be/Nquerysaintsection.cfm?code_bhl=8453b&RequestTimeout=500.  Accessed 

December 27, 2010).  Amato Pietro Frutaz provides a critical edition of Farfa MS 29, comparing the text to 

the eleventh-century Lateran manuscript and the sixteenth-century manuscript now in Trier, in Le fonti per 

la storia della valle d’Aosta (Aosta: Tipografia Valdostana, 1966), 162-167. 
64 The fact that no copies of BHL 8453b remain in Aosta suggests that it was replaced by BHL 8453, 

possibly at the foundation of the new college.  
65 The two complete copies of BHL 8453 in Aosta were not cataloged by the Bollandists.  The only copy 

the Bollandists have identified is Novara, Chapter Library, 027 XXVII, 1401-1500, printed in Acta 

Sanctorum, 3rd ed. (Paris: V. Palme, 1863-).  Online Bibliotheca hagiographica latina manuscripta 

http://bhlms.fltr.ucl.ac.be/Nquerysaintsection.cfm?code_bhl=8453&RequestTimeout=500. Accessed 

December 27, 2010.  The one significant variant found in the Novara manuscript is the claim that St. Ursus 

was born in Ireland.   
66 SO 13 contains a total of 252 folios, measuring 450 x 320 mm, on parchment with a fifteenth-century 

addition on paper.  Maria Costa, Codices et livres liturgiques en vallée d’Aoste (XIe – XVIIIe siècles) 

(Aosta: Centre Saint-Benin, 1993), 94.  Papone and Vallet provide a critical edition of Aosta MS 13, noting 

the variants in Novara MS 027, Aosta MS 7, and numerous partial copies of BHL 8453 dating from the 

twelfth through the fifteenth century.  Paolo Papone and Viviana Vallet, ―Storia e liturgia nel culto di S. 

Orso,‖ Société académique: religieuse et scientifique de l’ancien duché d’Aoste, novella série VII (Aosta: 

Imprimerie Valdôtaine, 2000), 289-305.  For further discussion of the textual tradition of the vitae of St. 

Ursus, see Ibid., 319-340. 
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providing a portion of the vita to be read every day for a week, or a set of readings on the 

eighth day, the feast of St. Ursus.  The commemoration of St. Ursus with an octave 

indicates his importance to the regular canons.  BHL 8453 is also found in Aosta in a 

thirteenth-century collection of saints‘ lives arranged according to the liturgical calendar, 

Aosta Library of St. Ursus, SO 7 (fos. 83r-87v).67  Here the vita appears in its totality, 

uninterrupted by Scripture readings.  Since I was able to obtain access to SO 7 (which is 

almost identical to SO 13), I have transcribed SO 7 to aid my interpretation of the 

sculpted vita of St. Ursus in chapter 2 (see appendix I and II).  

The two redactions of the Life of St. Ursus (BHL 8453 and 8453b) are virtually 

the same, recalling the same stories in the same order.  The later Life found in Aosta 

(BHL 8453), however, is much longer, contains more scriptural quotations, makes liberal 

use of superlatives, and amplifies the story with additional commentary and geographic 

details.  The expanded rhetoric and greater length of the later, amplified vita (BHL 8453) 

suggests that this version was derived from, and then replaced the earlier, shorter vita 

(BHL 8453b), possibly at the time of the regularization of the canons of St. Ursus in the 

twelfth-century.  Although it is reasonable to assert that the regular canons knew both 

versions of the vita, the local provenance of the later version (BHL 8453) is more closely 

linked to the reformed canons of St. Ursus.   

 In addition to the original manuscripts that serve as primary sources for this 

dissertation, I also draw on critical editions of Latin texts for which I could not obtain 

                                                 
67 Aosta, Library of St. Ursus, SO 7 consists of 279 parchment folios (460 x 310 mm).  It contains the night 

offices for the college, including one for the dedication of the church, which first took place in the 

eleventh-century.  ―The decoration is very modest, consisting of 33 ornamented letters and filigrees.‖  Ibid., 

96. 
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access.  Chief among these publications are Amato Pietro Frutaz‘ collection of 

documents in Le fonti per la storia della valle d’Aosta (1966) and Paolo Papone and 

Viviana Vallet‘s, ―Storia e liturgia nel culto di S. Orso,‖ Société académique: religieuse 

et scientifique de l’ancien duché d’Aoste (2000).  Papone and Vallet‘s article served as 

the foundation for the story of the regularization of the canons of St. Ursus that I tell in 

chapter 1.    

 The medieval liturgical manuscripts of Aosta are well documented.68  Robert 

Amiet has published numerous volumes of original Latin texts compiling the rituals of 

the Aosta valley.  His two-volume Processionale Augustanum (1983) was indispensable 

to my research; it serves as the principal source for the rogation liturgy that I reconstruct 

in the urban landscape of Aosta in chapter 5.   

 The rich manuscript tradition preserved in Aosta, of which I have explored only a 

small part, provides a wealth of data for understanding the history of the medieval canons 

of St. Ursus.  But texts alone tell only part of the story.  Without the consideration of 

places and material culture, the history of ecclesiastical change in twelfth-century Aosta 

would be one-dimensional.   

   

Things in Place 

 Despite the wealth of textual witnesses to ecclesiastical change in Aosta in the 

twelfth century, often the formulaic language of these documents only hints at the 

                                                 
68 For an index of the liturgical manuscripts in Aosta see Giacomo Baroffio, ed., Iter Liturgicum Italicum 

(Padova: CLEUP, 1999), an international inventory of medieval and renaissance liturgical manuscripts of 

Italian origin. 
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spiritual and social aspects of reform, leaving many questions unanswered.  Following 

the spirit of the Annalistes, I consider place as the underlying framework to contextualize 

the exploration of texts and material culture related to reform.  Thus, my research of 

places and things in medieval Aosta required the study of maps, archeological data, 

primary and secondary texts, architectural structures, Roman walls and gates, and 

sculpture.  My research necessitated familiarity with the places and things both in and 

around Aosta.  I drove the roads over the Alps to and from Aosta and followed the 

narrow valleys that led from Aosta to Abondance and St. Maurice.  I walked around 

Aosta and its suburbs—especially the route between the cathedral and the church of St. 

Ursus—to examine any material structures or places that the medieval occupants of the 

city may have seen, touched, or in the case of the bells, heard.  I also created a database 

to catalog the names and descriptions of places and things mentioned in the charters that 

are recorded in the cartulary of St. Ursus.  I include a portion of my research below, 

beginning with the topography around Aosta and its place in the medieval county of 

Savoy.  I continue with the description of the early Christian ecclesiastical structures 

associated with the cathedral and with the church of St. Ursus.  I conclude with the 

genealogy of one particular locale, the place where the church of St. Ursus, its cloister, 

and the sculpture that filled this cloister, stood at the center of the daily lives of the 

regular canons.   

 I begin this discussion of places with the location of the city of Aosta itself.  

Aosta (Augusta Praetoria) was founded by the Romans in 25 BC at the convergence of 
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two busy trans-alpine roads.69  The city is located north of Turin (Italy) at the center of 

the Val d‘Aosta, cradled by two alpine ranges, the Graian Alps to the west and the 

Pennine Alps to the north and east (fig. 2).70  Two glacial rivers, the Dora Baltea (Durias) 

and the Bauthier (Bauthegium) merge near Aosta; the Dora Baltea River continues its 

course along a narrow valley to join the Po River in the Lombard plain.  Thus, the city of 

Aosta, both in the past and today, commands a central position in a well-watered valley 

encircled by Alps (fig. 5).  

 The location of Aosta in a mountainous topography shaped its character and 

history.  Mountain valleys are typically isolated, but as Fernand Braudel points out, the 

Alps were not typical Mediterranean mountains.  As a rule, mountain communities 

remained on the fringes, isolated from the ―waves of civilization.‖  But the Alps were 

rich in resources and traversed by good roads.71  The Alps were ―the magic mountains 

                                                 
69 For drawing of Roman Aosta see Francesco Corni, Aosta Antica (Aosta: Tipografia Valdostana, 2004), 

esp. 25.  In the ninth-century, Einhard, the courtier of Charlemagne, named Aosta as a landmark in his 

description of ―Italy‖ as a land that ―stretches for a thousand miles and more in length from Aosta to 

southern Calabria.‖  Einhard and Notker the Stammerer, Two Lives of Charlemagne, trans. Lewis Thorpe 

(London: Penguin Books, 1969), 69.  Pliny states that Italy extends in length 1020 miles, from the foot of 

the Alps at Aosta, through the city of Rome and Capua to the town of Rhegium, which is situated on the 

shoulder of the Peninsula, just at the bend of the ―neck.‖  

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text.jsp?doc=Perseus:text:1999.02.0137:book=3:chapter=6&highlight

=augusta.  Accessed October 10, 2010. 
70 The Graian Alps divide Italy from France, extending north from the Mt. Cenis Pass to the Dora Baltea 

River (Durias) watershed.  The Pennine Alps (Alpes Penninae), the boundary between Italy and the Valais 

canton of Switzerland, extend from the Graian Alps to the Simplon pass. W. Woodburn Hyde, ―Roman 

Alpine Routes,‖ Memoirs of the American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia X no. 2, (1935): 1-2. 
71 Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, vol. 1, trans. 

Sián Reynolds (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1995), 33-34.  The Romans built 

the road leading over the Graian Alps around 122 B.C. and the road leading over the Pennine Alps, 

following an ancient Celtic path, by the first century B.C.  According to ancient itineraries, the Graian road 

offered a route from Milan to Central Gaul and England; travelers followed the Pennine road from Milan to 

reach Helvetica and Germany, as well as England. Hyde, 58-60. 
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where nothing ever seemed impossible.‖72  The alpine towns provided supplies, shelter 

for travelers, and guides for traversing the passes both in summer and in the freezing, 

snow-filled winters.73  Rather than barriers, the Alps were places of passage—seventeen 

passes were already in use by the Romans.74  Thus, although the Alps appear to be 

imposing barriers even today, they may not have been perceived as such in the Middle 

Ages, for ―…[G]eography, like grace, works through people, and people have their own 

ideas about the nature of geographical constraints, ideas that are not necessarily our 

own.‖75 

 In the case of Aosta, the mountainous geography encouraged isolation and 

independence, but its position at the convergence of two trans-alpine Roman roads defied 

that isolation.  These heavily traveled roads ensured that Aosta was open to influences 

from both sides of the Alps throughout the Middle Ages.  Hundreds of travelers a year 

passed through Aosta on their way over the Alps—kings, queens, popes, bishops, 

merchants, and pilgrims alike.76  In fact, Bruno, bishop of Toul, stopped in Aosta on his 

way to Rome to be consecrated as Pope Leo IX, an avid reforming pope.77  As a place of 

passage, Aosta was open to ideas of reform stirring in the papacy in Rome and beyond.   

                                                 
72 Braudel, 206.  
73 Braudel gives an example of a merchant who purchased 137 bales of merchandise in Geneva on 

December 16, 1537 with plans to deliver forty-two bales to Ivrea, south of the Alps, by January fourth.  

Braudel, 207. 
74 Braudel, 41.  
75 Chris J. Wickham, The Mountains and City (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 6. 
76 Between 1278 and 1295 the records of tolls for those on horseback going through St. Bernard pass 

(Mont Jove) indicate that 9,735 riders traveled to Rome from France and 773 from England. Debra J. Birch, 

Pilgrimage to Rome in the Middle Ages (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 1998), 200. 
77 Philippus Jaffé, Regesta pontificam romanorum ab condita ecclesia ad annum post Christum natum 

MCXCVIII, vol. 1 (Lipsiae: Veit et Comp., 1885), 529.  
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 The valley of Aosta marked the eastern boundary of the medieval county of 

Savoy, an alpine region that incorporated portions of present-day France, Switzerland, 

and Italy (fig. 1).  Savoy was formed from portions of the kingdom of Burgundy after the 

death of the last king, Rudolf III, in 1034.  Emperor Conrad II successfully acquired 

Burgundy with the help of Humbert I (called Whitehands), a powerful lord and advocate 

of King Rudolf‘s widow, Queen Ermengard.  In turn, the emperor entrusted part of the 

territory of Burgundy to Humbert, the first count of Savoy.  These territories included the 

abbacy of St. Maurice at Agaune and the bishopric of Sion in Valais (Switzerland); the 

counties of Belley, Savoy, Chablais, and Maurienne (France); and the county of Aosta 

(Italy).78  In the following decades, subsequent counts of Savoy extended their lands and 

gained control of important transalpine routes.79  Thus, Savoy became a powerful place 

of passage, consisting of the primary routes not only of war and trade, but also of 

religion.80   

 Because medieval Savoy was a border region, scholarship on it is scarce.  

Nationalist histories of medieval France, Switzerland, and Italy abound, but scholars have 

                                                 
78 C. W. Previté Orton, The Early History of the House of Savoy (1000-1233) (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1912), 38.  The first time that the title ―count of Savoy‖ appears is 1143.  Brondy, 29.  

Humbert I was count over four counties—Aosta, Maurienne, Savoy and Belley—holding lands comparable 

to a German duke.  Orton, 264. The county, diocese and valley of Aosta had identical civil, ecclesiastical 

and geographic limits—with the narrow defile of Bard serving as the limit to the Aosta valley to the east.  

Orton, 88-89. 
79 By the end of the twelfth century, the count of Savoy had added the counties of Geneva, Sermorens, and 

Vienne; the Episcopal counties of Vaud (north of Lake Léman) and Tarentaise; the lands of Faucigny, 

Novalaise, and Thoire Villars; and the March of Italy (Piedmont), including Turin and the valley of Susa.  

The counts controlled the transalpine routes of the greater and lesser passes of Mont Jove (the great and 

small passes of St. Bernard), Simplon, Jougne (north of Lake Geneva), Mont Cenis, and Mont Genèvre to 

the south. 
80 Orton, 31.  See lists of passes in Brondy, 27. Rome was 480 miles south of Aosta, a trip of 

approximately forty days on foot, at a rate of twelve or fifteen miles per day, or nineteen days with horse 

and cart, at a rate of twenty five to thirty miles per day. 
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virtually ignored the history of medieval Savoy as a geographic whole.  This omission 

reflects a familiar dilemma faced by medieval historians who address pre-national 

geographies.  Exceptions to the dearth of scholarship are two edited volumes, La Savoie 

des origines à l’an mil (1983) and La Savoie de l’an mil à la Réforme (1984).81  Although 

Aosta is often acknowledged as part of Savoy in these publications, the treatment of 

Aosta is uneven.  In some cases, Aosta is omitted altogether in the text and is absent from 

maps of Savoy.  The focus of this series published by Ouest-France is clearly on French 

Savoy.  This dissertation answers the lack of scholarship on Aosta by filling in the gaps 

of these publications, recognizing Aosta as a vital place for reform linked to Abondance 

(France) and St. Maurice (Switzerland).  Obviously, ecclesiastical reform in medieval 

Savoy extended beyond the national borders now delineated by the Alps. 

 C. W. Previté Orton‘s The House of Savoy (1912) gives a more even-handed 

treatment of medieval Savoy than do the Ouest-France publications.  Orton covers all of 

Savoy, including the Aosta valley, from 1100 to 1233.  He provides copious footnotes, 

portions of Latin documents, and particularly valuable maps of Savoyan lands.  While 

Orton‘s overview is valuable, he focuses primarily on political history with little mention 

of religious or social changes.  In contrast to Orton‘s history, this dissertation addresses 

the religious history of one corner of Savoy, the Val d‘Aosta, which has received so little 

attention from scholars outside of the valley. 

                                                 
81 Jean Prieur, Aimé Bocquet, Michel Colardelle, Jean-Pierre Leguay, Jean Loup, and Jean Fontanel, La 

Savoie des origines à l’an mil: Histoire et archeologie (Rennes: Ouest-France, 1983)..  
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 The history of medieval Aosta has been neglected by scholars outside of Italy.  

The earliest works on the history of Aosta are primarily general, confessional books 

written by local historians, for example Abbé Henry‘s Histoire de la Vallée d’Aoste 

(1929) and J.-B. de Tillier‘s Historique de la Vallée d’Aoste (written in 1721-1740 and 

reprinted in 1966).  The Italian journalist André Zanotto‘s Histoire de la Vallée d’Aoste 

(1980) offers a broader narrative that integrates examples of art and archeological data, 

but Zanotto focuses only briefly on the Middle Ages.  A more recent book, Valle d’Aosta 

medievale (2008), by the Italian historian and novelist, Alessandro Barbero, does focus 

on medieval Aosta, although it centers on political history.  Paolo Papone, a local 

historian, considers the regularization of the canons of St. Ursus in his dissertation on 

theological interpretations of the cloister sculpture, mentioned below.  But, to my 

knowledge, my dissertation is the first academic history specifically centered on the 

implementation of reform in Aosta.  As an outsider, I offer a new perspective, a wider 

range of sources, and new methodologies to tell the story of reform.  Like Barbero and 

Papone I use archeology and art as sources, but I bring together insights from a broad 

range of disciplines to place Aosta‘s religious history in dialogue with current 

historiography outside of Italy.    

 

Roman to Medieval Aosta - The Story of Two Churches 

 Aosta‘s connection to Rome is of vital interest, given the importance of Rome in 

twelfth-century reforms.  Aosta was fundamentally Roman.  The walled Roman city, 

named for Caesar Augustus, contained theatres, baths, stone bridges, a forum, and a 
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colossal triumphal arch.  The Roman origins of Aosta are evident even today (fig. 5).  

Yet, throughout the Middle Ages, the Roman city was altered to reflect changing 

priorities and economic realities.  Roman public and private structures continued to be 

enlarged and restored into the fourth century, although growth was not systematic.  In the 

fifth and sixth centuries, public structures deteriorated and were abandoned, the Roman 

sewer system no longer functioned, and Roman central heating was replaced with 

medieval fireplaces.  At this point, the massive Roman public structures became both a 

foundation and a quarry for the formation of the medieval city of Aosta.  

 The Roman city of Aosta gradually changed into a medieval city (fig. 6), 

following the same pattern as other cities in western Europe.  The streets were not quite 

as straight as the original streets laid out in the rigid Roman grid.  The encroachment of 

buildings transformed the broad public roads into narrower paths that meandered through 

the city, softening the rigid pattern with subtle curves and variations—domesticated paths 

for human traffic rather than for armies.  Places inside the walls of the city were less 

densely populated than in the Roman era.  In some cases, ruins inside the walls were 

filled with soil (possibly from floods), resulting in a ruralization of the city:  fields 

emerged for cultivation and grazing.  The Roman aqueducts fell into disrepair and were 

abandoned.82  And most important for this study, the rise of Christianity in Aosta is 

evident in the cannibalization of Roman monuments for the construction of paleo-

Christian churches.   

                                                 
82 Instead, the medieval inhabitants of Aosta rerouted a portion of the Buthier river to flow through 

channels that ran both inside and outside the city walls.  The medieval descriptions of property boundaries 

include numerous rivi herbalum (literally, streams of grass), possibly irrigation ditches that channeled 

water through the fields. 
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 This dissertation focuses on two of these churches:  the cathedral and the church 

of St. Ursus.  Each has a unique genealogy of place.  The communities associated with 

these churches bestowed meaning upon the churches‘ locations and material structures 

that it turn shaped the identity of these communities.  In the section that follows, as 

background for the twelfth-century reforming developments, I reconstruct the layers of 

meaning that the churches acquired over time.  I propose that sanctity, or the lack of 

sanctity, related to placement of the cathedral and the church of St. Ursus, influenced the 

relationship of Aosta‘s secular and regular canons. 

 The earliest evidence for a cathedral inside the walls of the city dates to the late 

fourth century.  The cathedral began as a house church (domus ecclesiae), a modified 

third-century Roman villa adjoining the eastern edge of the Roman forum and double 

temple area.  By the fifth century, the structure had grown into a single-apse basilica.  

The cathedral, as a place of worship and public transactions, replaced Roman places—the 

forum and double temples—established for the same purposes.  The fact that the 

cathedral was built neither on top of the pagan temples, nor within the Roman forum, 

suggests a gradual transition to Christianity and a time when pagan and Christian cultic 

practices coexisted.  The double dedication of the cathedral to the Virgin Mary and St. 

John the Baptist echoed the double dedication of the two pagan temples, adjacent to the 

cathedral, in the forum.   
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 Over the next seven hundred years, the cathedral was significantly enlarged into a 

large basilica with three apses and, possibly, four campaniles.83  At the turn of the 

millennium, Bishop Anselm (994-1026) planned the expansion of the cathedral, adding 

two campaniles to the east, side aisles, and a crypt under the altar.  In the mid-eleventh 

century, a west apse with two campaniles was constructed, as well as a cloister to the 

north; the cathedral‘s main entrance remained at the center of the southern aisle.  The 

nave, measuring 54 x 32.4 meters, was decorated at this time with a narrative cycle of 

frescos (the upper portions are still visible in the clerestory above the vaulted ceiling). 

The Romanesque cathedral that Bishop Anselm had envisioned in the early eleventh 

century was completed around 1065.84  Thus it was fully in place by the time the story of 

reform began in the suburbs of Aosta. 

 The original placement of the cathedral had very little sacred significance.  

Rather, the Christian cult began humbly in a Roman home.  The placement of the domus 

ecclesia may have been determined by the largesse of patrons who donated their home to 

be used as a church, rather than by the presence of the holy dead or by some other 

indication of an inherently sacred place.  But the status of the domus ecclesia was greatly 

increased when it was designated as a cathedral, the place where the bishop presided.  

The largesse of Bishop Anselm‘s building program contributed to the prestige and 

                                                 
83 I use the term campanile (from the Latin campana, meaning bell) to refer to bell towers, whether they be 

attached or detached from a building. 
84 Mauro Cortelazzo and Renato Perinetti, Aosta Cathedral: From the Domus Ecclesia to the Romanesque 

Building (Aosta: Arts and Cultural Heritage Department, 2007), 39-53. I am grateful to Dom Paolo Papone 

for his kind gift of this book and CD set that include the drawings of F. Corni and the archeological 

research of Charles Bonnet and Renato Perinetti. 
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material presence of the cathedral, including four campaniles that could proclaim the 

importance of this place through the sound of bells. 

 In addition to the cathedral, another paleo-Christian structure—known today as 

the church of St. Ursus—was established outside the eastern walls of the city of Aosta.85  

The church of St. Ursus began as a small rectangular building, possibly a mausoleum.  In 

the fifth century, a larger basilica, enhanced by an eastern apse, was built directly to the 

north of the original structure.  The nave of this new structure was expanded in the sixth 

through eighth centuries; three eastern apses replaced the single apse in the ninth century; 

and a single campanile was added to the west entrance.  In the eleventh century, at the 

same time as Bishop Anselm enlarged the cathedral, he expanded the church of St. Ursus 

by adding side aisles to the nave and a crypt under the altar.  He also decorated the 

interior walls with narrative frescos in the same style as those of the cathedral (the 

remains of these frescos can also be seen above the ceiling).86  By the twelfth century, the 

church had been surrounded by defensive walls and a nearby freestanding, fortified tower 

had been transformed into a campanile, replacing a smaller, attached campanile.  After 

                                                 
85 Archeological surveys do not mention Roman or paleo-Christian structures outside the northern gate of 

the city that opens toward the road over the Pennine pass, or the south gate that leads to the Dora Baltea 

River.  But the church of St. Stephen did exist outside the northern gate in the Middle Ages.  The first 

mention of the church of St. Stephen appears in the cartulary of St. Ursus in a record of an exchange 

between ―the prior and convent of St. Ursus‖ and the cathedral in 1234.  This entry states that canons of St. 

Ursus made an exchange for a donation from the cathedral.  The canons and prior of St. Ursus gave ―all 

that they hold in the church of St. Stephen which is close outside the city of Aosta, and the tithe that is 

called the tithe of St. Stephen‖ (―…totum illud jus habebant in ecclesia Sancti Stephani que est prope et 

extra civitatem Auguste, et in decima que dicitur decima Sancti Stephani‖). Zanolli, Cartulaire, 356.  A ― 

field next to the basilica of the blessed. Stephen‖ (―prato juxta basilicam Beati Stephani‖) is also mentioned 

in the 1233 arbitration document of the cartulary discussed in chapter four as a point of conflict between 

the two colleges.  Ibid., 340.  See hypothetical drawing of complex, Corni, 151.   
86 Regarding the frescos of the cathedral and St. Ursus see Sandra Barberi, ed., Medioevo Aostano:  La 

pittura intorno all’ anno mille in cattedrale e in Sant’ Orso, 2 vols. (Torino: Umberto Allemandi, 2000). 
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the implementation of reform in 1133, a cloister and conventual buildings were built on 

the south side of the church.87   

 In contrast to the cathedral, the paleo-Christian church of St. Ursus was 

established at a sacred place—a Roman and Salassi necropolis—outside the eastern walls 

of the city of Aosta.88  The Salassi, an alpine tribe conquered by the Romans, were buried 

in this area as early as 120 BC, followed by Roman and medieval burials.  In fact, a small 

funerary chapel, named for St. Lawrence, the patron saint of the medieval parish, was 

built in this sacred burial area in the fourth century, a few paces to the west of the site of 

the church of St. Ursus.  The earliest known bishops of Aosta—St. Grat (died after 470), 

Agnellus (died 528), and Gall (died October 5, 546)—were buried at the chapel of St. 

Lawrence, confirming the sanctity of this place.89  The chapel of St. Lawrence was 

                                                 
87 Charles Bonnet and Renato Perinetti, ―La collegiate di Sant‘Orso da le origini al XIII secolo,‖ in 

Sant’Orso di Aosta: il complesso monumentale, vol. 1, ed. Bruno Orlandoni and Elena Rossetti Brezzi 

(Aosta: Tipografia Valdotana, 2001), 9-34.  In the twelfth century, a mosaic was added to the floor of the 

choir of the church of St. Ursus directly above the crypt.  The outer circle of the mosaic reads:  INTERIUS 

DOMINI DOMUS HEC ORNATE DECENTER / QUERIT EOS QUI SEMPER EI PSALLANT 

REVERENTER, using the same rhyme and meter as the poem found on capital 25 in the cloister 

MARMORIBUS VARIIS HEC EST DISTINCTA DECENTER / FABRICA NEC MINUS EST 

DISPOSITA CONVENIENTER.  Paolo Papone and Viviana Vallet, ―Il mosiaico del coro,‖ in Sant’Orso di 

Aosta: il complesso monumentale, vol. 1, 38-39.  Another mosaic of the same style and same time adorns 

the choir of the cathedral in Aosta.  The two mosaics will be the topic of future research.     

88 Although lost by the twelfth-century, another chapel dedicated to the Christian cult existed outside the 

western gate (the Roman porta decumana that led to the pass over the Graian Alps), the remains of a 

fourth- or fifth-century structure and three mausoleums, cellae memoriae, were found in the midst of at 

least 200 Roman and early Christian tombs.  The small funerary chapel was built on an east-west axis with 

a single apse.  Archeological evidence suggests that this church was used continuously until the eighth 

century, at which time it was destroyed or abandoned.  The site was discovered in 1938 by Carducci and 

has been systematically explored since 1974.  A. Zanotto, Valle d’ Aosta antica e archelologica (1986), 

228-234.  See also Mollo R. Mezzena, Augusta Praetoria e il suo territorio (Bordighera: Istituto 

internazionale di studi liguri, 1982), 110, 130-131, figs. 49-50, 76-77. 
89 The tombstone of St. Grat was transported to the Maladeria constructed in the twelfth century a short 

distance east of Aosta.  Today the tombstone remains in the west wall of the parish church of St. 

Christopher.  The remains of St. Grat were translated to the cathedral in the twelfth century at which time 

St. Grat became the patron saint of Aosta.  The date of March 27
th

 is recorded in the thirteenth-century 

necrology of the cathedral for the celebration of Grat‘s translation from the church of St. Ursus to the 
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destroyed around the eighth century by a fire, and subsequently was replaced by a smaller 

Carolingian structure built within the eastern apse of the previous structure.90  Probably 

as a result of the decrease in the size of the material fabric of the chapel, the prestige of 

St. Lawrence seems to have shifted to the church of St. Ursus.  Even in the twelfth 

century, the rebuilt chapel of St. Lawrence measured approximately 18 x 9 meters with a 

single apse, much smaller than the church of St. Ursus, which measured about 37 x 20 

meters with a triple apse.91  Although both churches had a funerary function and each 

held saints‘ relics, it was the church of St. Ursus, not the chapel of St. Lawrence, which 

gained greater prestige and material stature by the twelfth century. 

 A clue to the source of the sanctity of this place outside the eastern walls of the 

city can be found in the vitae of St. Ursus.92  The earliest Life of St. Ursus, dated to the 

ninth century, suggests that highly esteemed Christians were buried outside the city walls.  

The anonymous author states that St. Ursus resided at the ―atriums of the holy martyr 

saints‖ (atria dominorum sanctorum martyrum)93 using the terms limina sanctorum, loca 

sanctorum, and concilia sanctorum, ecclesia, loco sancto, and templa to define this holy 

                                                                                                                                                 
cathedral, ―In Augusta civitate translation sancti Grati episcope et confessoris, qui fuit inventus in 

monasterio sancti Ursi eiusdem loci.‖  The seals of the bishops began bearing the impression ―Sanctus 

Gratus Augustensis episcopus‖ in 1215.  Amato Pietro Frutaz, ―I monumenti paleocristiani di Aosta nel 

contesto storico e urbanistico della città,‖ Société académique: religieuse et scientifique de l’ancien duché 

d’Aosta 49 (Aosta: Imprimerie Valdotaine, 1979), 25. 
90 Ibid, 10-38; Charles Bonnet and Renato Perinetti, ―L‘eglise cruciforme d‘ Saint-Laurent,‖ in Aoste: aux 

premiers temps chretiens (Aosta: Musumeci Edieur, 1986), 35-44, and Charles Bonnet, Atti del congresso 

sul bimillenario della citta di Aosta (1975) (Bordighera: Museo Bicknell, 1982), 390-404. 
91 Orlandoni and Brezzi, figure 33. 
92 See appendix III for a chart comparing key words for holy places in two versions of the textual vitae 

(BHL 8453 and 8453b). 
93 One definition of atrium was an enclosed, consecrated area around a church used for burial. Jan Frederik 

Neirmeyer, Mediae Latinitatis lexicon minus (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 67.  I translate dominorum as ―of the 

saints.‖  Thus, atria dominorum does not mean ―atriums of the lords‖ or ―Lord‖ (singular), instead it 

signfies ―atriums of the saints.‖  Neirmeyer also lists ―saint‖ as one definition of dominus.  Neirmeyer, 354. 
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place or places.94  Although the vita does not directly identify this place where St. Ursus 

lived as lying outside the eastern gates of Aosta, tradition and subsequent building 

programs have assumed that the church of St. Ursus was located over the graves of the 

unnamed martyrs on the ancient necropolis.  If, in the fifth century, the bishops of Aosta 

indeed believed the place outside the eastern walls of Aosta to be the burial ground of 

early Christian martyrs, it would explain why they chose to be buried at this sacred and 

powerful site, rather than at the cathedral, the typical burial place of bishops.  As Peter 

Brown argues, graves of the ―very special dead‖ were privileged places, where the 

boundaries between heaven and earth became permeable.  These places were especially 

powerful when the dead were martyrs.95   

 The presumed presence of the relics of St. Ursus at the church that bears his name 

added another layer of spiritual significance to this place in the suburbs of Aosta.  By the 

eleventh century, the church, hospital, canons, eastern gates of the city, and the lords who 

resided at the gates were all called by the name of their local patron, St. Ursus—

onomastic evidence of the saint‘s powerful influence.  Thus by the twelfth-century, the 

church and canons of St. Ursus had risen to a level of prominence rivaling that of the 

cathedral.  Theirs was a prominence of place at least partially founded on the presence of 

several generations of the ―very special dead.‖  We shall see that the layers of meaning 

evident in the placement of the cathedral and the church of St. Ursus play a role in 

                                                 
94 Frutaz, Fonti, 164-167. A twelfth-century version of the vita of St. Ursus (BHL 8453) further identifies 

St. Ursus as the caretaker of the church of St. Peter clearly placing the church outside the walls of Aosta 

(―…edificata et dedicata est extra civitatem que nuncupa[tur] august[a] que p[riscsi]s temporibus 

pra[e]tor[ia] dicebatur…‖).  The addition of the name of St. Peter to this place seems to be a twelfth-

century change. 
95 Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 3, 10, 21. 
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shaping the relationship between the regular canons and the canons of the cathedral at the 

time of reform.96  

  

The Cloister at the Church of St. Ursus 

 One significant architectural consequence of the implementation of reform at the 

church of St. Ursus in the twelfth century was the addition of a cloister to the south of the 

church (fig. 7).  This cloister is the primary site for my examination of the canons‘ 

material culture.  It is an example of a place that is inextricable from its materiality: walls 

enclose the cloister and colonnades encircle the cloister garth.  Together walls and 

colonnades delineate a historically meaningful place at the heart of the collegiate 

complex.  In the section that follows, I introduce the symbolic meaning of the cloister as 

a place, and then provide a detailed description of the material structure of the cloister 

and the capital sculpture to serve as a foundation for my interpretation of that sculpture in 

chapters 2 through 4.  

 A medieval cloister was both practical and symbolic.  Though monastic rules do 

not mention cloisters, the inclusion of cloisters in monastic complexes is almost 

universal.97  The covered walkways of the cloister surrounded an open providing 

sheltered access to both the nave and choir of the church, chapter house, dormitory, 

                                                 
96 Of course, many other factors may have affected the perseverance and prestige of the church of St. 

Ursus.  One could speculate that the donations of wealthy patrons, the placement of the church at the 

primary entrance to the city, or the sacred symbolism of the direction of east itself (as seen in eastern apses) 

contributed to the wealth and prestige of the church of St. Ursus.  No evidence is extant, however, to 

support these suppositions. 
97 See Paul Meyvaert, ―The Medieval Monastic Claustrum,‖ Gesta 12 (1973): 53-60; Walter Horn, ―On the 

Origins of the Medieval Cloister,‖ Gesta 12 (1973):13-52; and Peter K. Klein, ed., Der mittelalterliche 

Kreuzgang:  Architecktur, Funktion und Programm (Regensburg: Schnell and Steiner, 2004). 
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refectory, and cellar—the principal buildings of the coenobitic life.98  While we do not 

have direct evidence for what activities the canons performed in the cloister next to the 

church of St. Ursus, the natural light offered a place for reading, praying, copying 

manuscripts, working, and celebrating Compline.  The well at the center of the garth 

provided water for washing clothes and dishes, bathing, shaving, and performing the 

mandatum (a ceremony performed on Maundy Thursday in which the bishop washes the 

feet of the poor).99  The cloister was at the center of the everyday lives of the medieval 

canons; the enclosed nature of the place reinforced the oneness of the community.   

The cloister, however, was more than a pragmatic place; it also embodied the 

spiritual ideal of communal existence patterned after the life of the apostles.  The vita 

apostolica was the definitive model for the common life (vita communis) of monks and 

regular canons.  As I will discuss in chapter 1, the idea of the vita apostolica was central 

to the reform movements of the eleventh and twelfth centuries and to the call for the 

regularization of clerics.  The cloister became a symbol of this apostolic ideal as a place 

where regulars lived in community, just as the apostles had once met at the portico of 

Solomon in the first century.100  Honorius of Autun (died c. 1151) explains that the 

placement of the cloister next to the church was modeled on the position of the portico of 

Solomon next to the Temple in Jerusalem.  Monks and canons could then emulate the 

                                                 
98 Wolfgang Braunfels, Monasteries of Western Europe: the Architecture of the Orders, trans. Alistair 

Lang (London: Thames and Hudson, 1972), 66.  Scholars have debated the origin of the cloister but have 

not satisfactorily resolved the problem.  The low inner wall of the cloister has no precedent in classical 

architecture, Roman villas, military enclosures, or Late Antique ecclesiastical atriums. 
99 Capital 9, in the north gallery of the cloister depicts tonsured monks/canons busily bringing plates and 

jars to a well, presumably represnting the well in the cloister garth.   
100 Wayne Dynes, ―The Medieval Cloister as Portico of Solomon,‖ Gesta 12 (1973): 61-70. 
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practice of the apostles gathering in the portico by meeting in their own cloisters, ―by day 

and by night in the monastery they meet for the purpose of serving God.  And the faithful 

ones still relinquish the things of the world, and lead a common life in the cloister.‖101  In 

the Middle Ages, the cloister was a powerful symbol of the vita apostolica.   

 The cloister also symbolized a heavenly paradise on earth.  In the Life of St. 

Anselm (1033–1109), who was born and raised in Aosta, his biographer relates a vision 

in which Anselm saw ―true monasticism‖ (verus monachatus) as a ―great and spacious 

cloister‖ (magni et ampli claustri) with walls that were covered with shining silver and 

the garth filled with silvery grass that was fresh and soft to the touch.  ―The whole place 

(locus) was pleasant and filled with a special delight (―itaque locus ille totus erat 

amoenus, et praecipua jocunditate repletus‖).  In Anselm‘s vision, the cloister itself 

functioned as an imperative to lead the cloistered life.102 

 In the thirteenth century, William Durandus (c. 1230-1296) tied together the 

heavenly ideal of the cloister with the apostolic ideal of the common life expressed in 

Acts: 

… the claustrum [is] a symbol of the heavenly paradise, a paradise where 

all will live together with one heart, rooted in the Love and Will of God, 

where all possessions will be held in common, where love will make each 

one possess in another whatever he may lack in himself.103   

                                                 
101 ―Claustralis constructio juxta monasterium est sumpta a proticu Salomonis constructa juxta templum.  

In qua apostoli omnes unanimiter commanebant, et in templo ad orationem conveniebant, et multitudini 

credentium cor unum et anima una erat, et omnia communia habebant.  Secundum hanc formam religiosi in 

clautro unanimter degunt, nocte ac die in monasterio ad servitium Dei conveniunt.  Et fideles adhuc 

saecularia relinquunt, communem vitam in claustro ducunt.‖ Honorius of Autun, Gemma Animae, PL 

172:590B. 
102 Eadmer, The Life of St. Anselm: Archbishop of Canterbury, trans. R. W. Southern (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1962), 35-36.  Of course, this vision may reflect more about Eadmer than Anselm.  
103 William Durandus, Rationale Divinorum Officiorum.  Meyvaert, 58. 
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The cloister represented the brotherly unity and love that would ultimately be found in 

heaven.104   

 Whether as a symbol of the portico of Solomon or of paradise, the ancient form of 

the cloister linked the medieval canons to the sacred past of the apostles.  The place itself 

reinforced and revitalized the life they had chosen.  The cloister was literally a canonical 

place that declared the communal life. 

 The architectural, enclosed structure of the cloister itself created an inward focus.  

By dividing interior spaces from exterior spaces, the cloister created a stronger, more 

homogeneous, and more fully ritualized interior.  The external boundary preserved the 

interior structure from uncontrolled incursion, establishing a man-made sanctuary.105  The 

very structure of the cloister created a place with potential for the attribution of further 

meaning over time as the canons lived and moved through the arcades, transforming the 

place by their passage into a setting for the practice of their holy calling.106   

                                                 
104 The cloister functioned as the ―anteroom of the house of God, the porch of Solomon‘s temple... [that] 

embodies the whole discipline of the monk‘s life.‖ Terry Comito, ―Sacred Space and the Image of Paradise:  

the Cloister Garden,‖ in The Idea of the Garden in the Renaissance (Rutgers University Press: New 

Brunswick, 1978), 25-50, quote on 34. See also, James R. Blaettler, ―Preaching the Power of Penitence in 

the Silos Beatus,‖ in Medieval Sermons and Society: Cloister, City, University (Louvain-La-Neuve: 

Fédération Internationale des Instituts d' Études Médiévales, 1998). 
105 Hillier and Hanson, 107, 115; Mircea Eliade, Symbolism the Sacred and the Arts; and Mircea Eliade, 

Patterns in Comparative Religion, trans. Rosemary Sheed (New York: Meridian, 1958), 368-371. 
106 Elizabeth C. Parker, ―Architecture as Liturgical Setting,‖ in The Liturgy of the Medieval Church 

(Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2001), 274-275 and de Certeau, 117.  When Peter Brown 

discusses the type of architecture built around the presence of a saint at his tomb in Late Antiquity, he 

describes it as an art of closed surfaces and inaccessibility.  He claims that the architecture of the shrine 

visually echoes the order of creation as a place with ―harmonious rows of columns.‖  Peter Brown, Cult of 

the Saints, 21.  Although Brown was not describing the medieval cloister, his comments can be extended to 

include the Aostan cloister where St. Ursus was present in the lives of the canons who followed his 

exemplar in his sculpted vita.  The cloister was inaccessible to outsiders, set apart for a select few.   
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 The spiritual significance of the cloister at the church of St. Ursus was deepened 

by the presence of approximately forty sculpted capitals that remain in situ (fig. 8).  The 

four corner pillars and column shafts are crafted of the local grey marble, or bardiglio, 

available in quarries seven miles from Aosta at Aymavilles.  The remaining capitals are 

made from an exquisite white marble.  The source of the white marble has not been 

identified; it is not from Carrara, Italy‘s the most famous source of white marble.  Studies 

on the texture of the stone indicate southern France or the Pyrenees as possible 

sources.107  Today the marble is covered with two thin layers of a black substance made 

of bone black and lamp black; these layers make the surface of the sculpture look like 

black stone.  The covering adheres so well to the marble that a brief description of the 

sculpture written in the second quarter of the seventeenth century by Provost Roland Viot 

states that the sculpture and pillars were made of black marble.108  It is not clear when the 

black surface was applied, only that it was present by the seventeenth century.  Two of 

the capitals now in the Museo Civico of Turin have been cleaned to reveal a glistening, 

pristine white marble surface.109  We do not know if the capitals were originally white, 

painted with colored pigments, or coated black as they are today.  Although it does not 

seem likely that the twelfth-century patrons would go to such expense and effort to obtain 

white marble only to cover the white surface with an opaque coating, it may be that the 

                                                 
107 Paolo Papone‘s dissertation, Teologia pastorale e iconologia:  l’interpretazione del chiostro romanico 

di Sant’Orso in Aosta (Roma: Pontificia Universita Lateranense Pontificio Instituto Pastorale Redemptor 

Hominis, 2009) (publication pending), 72 n. 145.  I am sincerely grateful to Dom Papone for sharing his 

dissertation before publication and for his insightful email correspondence regarding the interpretation of 

the sculpture in the cloister of St. Ursus. 
108 Giovanna and Lorenzo Appolonia Bortolaso published the results of petrological and chemical studies 

performed on the cloister sculpture in 1992.  Ibid., 72. 
109 The two capitals in Turin depict the fall of man and an angel appearing to the shepherds.  
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presence of the marble underneath the surface was what mattered.  It does seem, 

however, that the black surface hinders our ability to experience the sculptures in their 

original state, as medieval viewers would have perceived them.  

The sculpted capitals are arranged around the inner colonnade of the slightly 

irregular, rectangular cloister of St. Ursus.  The columns stand on a low retaining wall 

lining the inside of the cloister that measures approximately 35 x 65 feet.110  The twelfth-

century capitals remain along the north, west, and south galleries.  (The east gallery was 

created much later than the other galleries and thus is not discussed in this dissertation.)  

Three of the twelfth-century sculptures are no longer in situ:  two are held by the Museo 

Civico in Turin and one capital was recently stolen from the cloister.  Most scholars agree 

that the capitals along the west and south galleries retain their original order.  The capitals 

along the north gallery, however, have been rearranged, either due to a collapse of the 

gallery or renovation.111  In discussing the capitals, I will use the numbers assigned by 

Robert Berton in 1954, the most common numbering system used by scholars today (fig. 

8).112 

The iconography of the cloister sculpture includes historiated narratives, (both 

local stories and those from the Old and New Testaments), portrait rondels, floral 

designs, and fabulous creatures.  Many of the capitals along the west and south galleries 

                                                 
110 The outer perimeter of the colonnade measures 10.97 meters on the east; 10.68 meters on the west; 

19.805 meters on the north, and 20.23 meters on the south.  The south side, however, is not straight but 

slightly concave. The length of the galleries measured next to the buildings are: 16.195 meters on the east; 

15.92 meters on the west; 24.45 meters to the north; and 25.375 meters on the south.  Papone, Teologia 

pastorale, 55. 
111 For a full discussion of the original ordering of the capitals, see Papone, Teologia pastorale, 114-117. 
112 Robert Berton, Les chapiteaux de cloître de Saint-Ours (Novara: De Agostini, 1954). 
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also include Latin inscriptions in tandem with images, complicating the simplistic 

division of things and texts.  Scholars consider the inscriptions to be contemporary with 

the sculpting of the capitals.  Some of the inscriptions are simple tituli identifying objects 

or figures.  Other inscriptions are more extensive; two capitals are inscribed with poetry. 

As is the case in many medieval monuments, we cannot identify with certainty the 

patrons of the cloister sculpture, the names or provenance of the sculptors, or the exact 

date when the sculpted program was completed.  The most probable patrons and 

designers of the sculpture were the bishops of Aosta, either Herbert (c. 1132-1139) or 

Arnulf (c. 1152-1161), or both.  It is also possible that the bishops who lived between 

Herbert and Arnulf were patrons of the sculpture.  Very little is known about these 

intervening bishops—Arman, Boson of the Gates of St. Ursus, and Hugh—except their 

day of death.  Since Herbert and Arnulf were Augustinian canons, and since both are 

portrayed in the cloister sculpture, they are more likely to have been the patrons.  Their 

fellow regular canons at the church of St. Ursus may have also influenced the design of 

the cloister sculpture.  The personal income that many of the canons of St. Ursus 

abdicated when they became regular canons may have partially funded the creation of the 

sculpture at the heart of the space where they lived. 

The style of the sculpture in Aosta is unusual.  Scholarly assertions that Lombard 

or French workshops influenced the Aosta sculptors are not convincing.  Although the 

corner pillars of the cloister, made from local marble, do exhibit a Lombard quality, the 

white marble capitals that I discuss in chapters 2 through 4 do not.  Neither do they 

resemble the style of capital sculptures found in southern France or Burgundy.  Recently 
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Paolo Papone has proposed that the sculptors of the Aosta capitals were from the Iberian 

peninsula, possibly Catalonia.  He bases his theory on three pieces of evidence: 

iconographic details on art that he has detected in both Spain and Aosta; his identification 

of the names of three tenth- and eleventh-century Spanish Jews inscribed on one of the 

Aosta capitals; and the possibility that a ―canon and priest‖ with the appellation of Peter 

the Spaniard was actually buried in the cloister as early as the twelfth-century.  None of 

Papone‘s evidence is conclusive in itself, but as a whole it indicates a connection between 

Aosta and Spain that deserves further research.113  

Although the artists and patrons of the sculpture are not documented, the date is 

more certain.  An inscription carved on capital 36 in the cloister reads: ―In the year of the 

incarnation of the Lord 1133, in this cloister, the regular life was begun.‖114  The date, 

1133, is the date of the first papal bull confirming the regular life of the canons of St. 

Ursus; however, scholars have used this inscription to determine the date of the sculpture.  

While the year 1133 may indicate the time when the sculptural program began, was 

conceived, or even completed, the inscription clearly refers to the beginning of the 

                                                 
113 Papone, Teologia pastorale, 112-115.  Concerning the tomb of the Spaniard in the cloister see O. 

Zanolli and L. Colliard, Les obituaires d’Aoste (Aosta: Musumeci, 1980).  The necrologium of St. Orso 

reads ―Obiit magister Petrus Hyspanus, canonicus et sacerdos‖ as an entry in November, however, this 

manuscript is dated to the eighteenth-century. Zanolli and Colliard, 309.  An entry for October 22
nd

 in the 

sixteenth-century Extractus anniversariorum Sancti Ursi reads, ―Refectorium magistri Petri Hispani, 

canonici nostri. Jacet ante portam dormitorii.‖  But Hispani was added in a more recent hand.  Zanolli, 333-

334 and n. 26.  Papone adds that the archeological excavations of Dr. Renato Perinetti indicate that the 

twelfth- or thirteenth-century tomb found near the stairs leading to the dormitory was indeed much older 

that the other graves in the cloister.  Papone, Teologia pastorale, 113, n. 340.  Magister Petri is not 

identified as a sculptor or artist, may not have been from Spain himself, and if he indeed was Spanish, he 

may have lived and died in Aosta long after the sculpture in the cloister was completed.  Yet in 

combination with the archeological evidence, Papone‘s theory is intriguing.   
114 ―ANNO AB INCARNA / TIO[N]E D[OMI]NI M

o
C

o
XXX

o
 / III

o
 IN H[O]C CLA[U]STRO 

REGULAR[I]S / VITA INCEPTA EST‖  This inscription is discussed further in chapter one. 



 
50 

regular life rather than the sculptural program.  But the equation of the regular life with 

the material cloister in the inscription suggests that some form of cloister existed in 1133, 

or was constructed shortly thereafter.  Indeed, archeological evidence indicates that a 

covered gallery along the south outside wall of the church of St. Ursus may have already 

existed in the eleventh century.115  Papone suggests a gradual transition from a temporary 

to a permanent cloister, beginning with the placement of the four corner pillars made 

from locally available marble supporting temporary galleries.  According to Papone, the 

white marble capitals were added next, starting with the north gallery, followed by the 

southern gallery, and ending with the west gallery completed in the fifth decade of the 

twelfth century.  The capitals of the east gallery are not in situ and cannot be calculated in 

this chronology.  Papone‘s timeline aligns the creation of the west gallery with the 

bishopric of Arnulf (c. 1152-1161), the first prior of St. Ursus.116  While the date of the 

sculpture and the order of the completion of the sculpted capitals are not certain, it seems 

reasonable that the planning and execution of the sculptural program in the Aosta cloister 

took place between 1133 and 1161, that is, during the lives of the first generation of 

Augustinian canons of St. Ursus.  On the basis of this chronology, I interpret the 

sculpture in the context of the implementation of reform.117   

                                                 
115 Charles Bonnet and Renta Perinetti, ―La collegiate di Sant‘Orso dalle origini al XIII secolo,‖ 9-33.  See 

especially the diagrams between pages 32 and 33.   
116 For a complete discussion on the range of opinion on the date of the cloister sculpture see Papone, 

Teologia pastorale, 108-112. 
117 For the purposes of this dissertation, I will limit my discussion to a selection of the capitals.  In chapter 

two, I concentrate on capital 36, which bears the date of the inception of the regular life of St. Ursus; 

capital 35, the blessing of Prior Arnulf; and capital 32, the vita of St. Ursus.  These three capitals are 

located in the south gallery.  In chapter three, I discuss capitals 16–22; the alternating single and double 

capitals that depict the life of the patriarch Jacob and his brother Esau in the west gallery.  In chapter four, I 
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The historiography on the sculpture of the cloister of St. Ursus is minimal.  The 

French Romanesque capital sculptures in the cloisters of Arles, Toulouse, and Moissac in 

France have received an immense amount of scholarly attention, but the equally rich 

sculpture in Aosta has gone virtually unnoticed.  The Aosta capitals are documented in a 

few collections of Romanesque art and local publications.118  Paolo Papone, however, 

offers the first comprehensive interpretation of the iconography of every capital in the 

cloister in his 2009 dissertation: Teologia pastorale e iconologia:  l’interpretazione del 

chiostro romanico di Sant’Orso in Aosta.119  Although Papone primarily explores the 

sculpture from a theological and pastoral perspective, his thorough research and insights 

have been extremely valuable as I finished chapters 2 through 4 of this dissertation.  In 

many cases, Papone and I arrived at the same interpretation of the sculpture 

independently, a witness to the clarity of the theological ideas embedded in the images.  

 The Aosta sculpture has also recently attracted the attention of the Max-Planck-

Institut.  The Institute and CENOBIUM (Cultural Electronic Network Online: Binding up 

Interoperably Usable Multimedia) have created an extensive, multimedia presentation of 

                                                                                                                                                 
focus on depictions of Rachel and Leah on capitals 17–20, in the west gallery, and depictions of Mary and 

Martha on capitals 33 and 34, in the south gallery. 
118 Kingsley Porter‘s Romanesque Sculpture of the Pilgrimage Roads, 3 vols. (New York: Hacker Art 

Books, 1985) and Lombard Architecture, 2 vols. (New York: Hacker Art Books, 1967) and René Jullian‘s 

L’éveil de la sculpture italienne: la sculpture romane dans l’Italie du nord (Paris: Van Oest, 1945).  A 

complete catalog of the claustral sculpture is available with photographs and inscriptions compiled by 

Robert Berton in Le chapiteaux et les stalles médiévaux (Aosta: Imprimerie Valdôtaine,1996).  In addition, 

Sandra Barberi discusses a series of structural renovations to the cloister and provides a brief overview of 

the iconography of the sculpture in her article in Sant’Orso di Aosta: il complesso monumentale (Aosta:  

Tipografia Valdotana, 2001).  Paolo Papone offers an insightful scene-by-scene interpretation of the 

iconography of one capital—the sculpted vita of St. Ursus—in the context of extant medieval manuscripts 

and local tradition in ―Le chapiteau de Saint-Ours,‖Le Flambeau: Revue du comité des traditions 

valdôtaines, 175 (Autumn, 2000): 88-104. 
119 Pontificia Università Lateranensi in Rome (Professor Sergio Lanza).  
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the cloister capitals over the internet using high-resolution digital photography, three-

dimensional models, and panoramas to create remarkable photographs within the 

architectural context of the cloister.120  The high tech, three-dimensional images on the 

CENOBIUM web site enable the viewer to walk virtually around each capital.  One can 

see the sculpture from every angle and enlarge details that are difficult to see on-site.  

The CENOBIUM images are a remarkable tool for exploring the cloister sculpture in 

Aosta and will doubtless inspire scholars to study this rich resource that has received so 

little attention until now.121   

 This brief survey of the texts, places, and material culture of medieval Aosta 

comprises only a fraction of the sources that both influenced and reflected the ideas and 

beliefs of the regular canons at the time of reform.  The chapters that follow include 

many other places and things that shaped the experiences of the medieval canons, 

including the Roman walls and gates and the sound of the bells from the medieval 

campaniles.  Yet I hope that this introduction to a selection of these primary sources 

demonstrates the remarkable traces of the medieval past that have survived in Aosta.  The 

integration of texts with things and the reconstruction of meaningful places should 

provide a more complete story of how the newly reformed Augustinian canons at the 

church of St. Ursus formulated their identity, shaped their material environment, and 

negotiated their relationship with the unreformed secular canons at the cathedral in Aosta.   

 

                                                 
120 http://cenobium.isti.cnr.it/cloister.php?site=aosta&page=3&lan=en.  Accessed March 8, 2011. 
121 I express thanks to the creators of the CENOBIUM website, which saved me from many errors and 

additional trips to Aosta while preparing the final draft of this dissertation. 
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Chapter Synopsis 

 In the first chapter, I continue the broad story of moral reform and the 

regularization of secular canons to include the history of regular canons in Savoy and the 

Aosta Valley.  In the second part of the first chapter I piece together the documentary 

evidence to tell the story of the arrival of reform in Aosta, to propose an impetus for the 

transition from secular to regular canons, and to describe the tension that reform 

introduced between the two most powerful communities of canons.    

 In chapter 2, I explore the meaning of three capitals in the cloister of St. Ursus to 

gain a deeper understanding of how the regular canons imagined their new lives.  The 

first capital offers the date of reform and the second capital commemorates the 

beginnings of the new community of regulars with the depiction of the most prominent 

figures related to the reform.  But the focus of the chapter is the visual narrative of the 

Life of St. Ursus which appears on a focal capital in the cloister.  I demonstrate that the 

stories of St. Ursus, the local patron saint of the regular canons, portray the saint as a 

model of charity and justice for the regular canons.  I begin the interpretation of each 

scene with a description of the sculpture.  I then place the meaning of the images in the 

context of theological texts that twelfth-century Christians used to think about their 

spiritual lives.  I conclude the chapter by reflecting on the meaning of the sculpted vita of 

St. Ursus in the context of reform.  

 I follow a similar approach in chapter 3, aiming to understand the stories of the 

Old Testament patriarch Jacob that are depicted on an extensive series of historiated 

capitals in the cloister.  I assert that the regular canons of St. Ursus intentionally designed 
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the Jacob program to make sense of their new status as regulars and their relationship 

with the secular canons at the cathedral.  I concentrate on five capitals in the visual 

narrative to posit that the daily encounter with these sacred stories in stone supported the 

nascent canons‘ social status:  the sculpture validated a shift in Aosta‘s social hierarchy 

that occurred at the initiation of reform. 

 I present further evidence of the importance of material representations of stories 

in the cloister in chapter 4.  I assert that the sculptural narratives of biblical sisters—Mary 

and Martha, and Rachel and Leah—stand as material metaphors to represent visually the 

active and contemplative lives that the regular canons embodied.  The material presence 

of the biblical binaries both reflected and reinforced the new lives that the regular canons 

had undertaken.  My exegesis of the metaphorical meaning embedded in these sculpted 

binaries provides a glimpse of how twelfth-century regular canons may have envisioned 

their new religious life. 

 Chapter 5 moves forward to one hundred years after the regularization of the 

canons of St. Ursus.  Here I explore how the regular canons negotiated their relationship 

with the cathedral canons in processions that traversed the urban topography.  My 

primary sources are the Roman walls and gates of Aosta; a document recording the 

thirteenth-century resolution of disputes between the regular canons of St. Ursus and the 

secular canons of the cathedra; and local liturgical documents.  I bring the dispute 

resolution into dialogue with local liturgical documents to re-create how the two 

communities displayed their brotherly cooperation in the material city and its suburbs.  
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The dispute resolution included directives about the ringing of bells, and thus an auditory 

component appears in the spatial coordination of the two powerful religious communities.   

 In all five chapters, my primary concern is to reconstruct the places and the 

material culture of Aosta that were infused with sacred history to tell the story of the 

regularization of the canons of St. Ursus.  I assert that the bodily experience of the 

physical environment mattered greatly in the identity formation of the regular canons and 

their relationship with their secular brothers in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.  The 

place of matter and matters of place are essential factors in understanding ecclesiastical 

reform in medieval Aosta.   
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CHAPTER I 

 

Matters of Reform: 

Texts and Contexts for Regularization in Aosta 

 

 

―For they who trample the [church], will be trampled outside the church with demons; 

and they who glorify the church, will be glorified in the church and with the church 

among the angels.‖  

   

- St. Anselm of Canterbury 

Letter to Count Humbert II of Savoy122 

 

 

 This chapter takes a traditional document-based approach to the history of the 

implementation of reform in Aosta to identify the impetus toward regularization.  Just as 

elsewhere in western Europe, no established pattern existed for the regularization of 

ecclesiastical institutions in Savoy.  Eleventh- and early twelfth-century reformed 

communities of regular canons were not a single unified movement, but instances of 

loosely organized colleges (collegia) established by the largesse and piety of powerful 

laymen.  In the first part of this chapter, I establish the context for reform in Aosta with a 

discussion of the counts of Savoy, centering on Count Amadeus III‘s relationship with 

the regular canons at St. Maurice and Abondance.  In the second part, I narrate the story 

of Aosta‘s reform—the regularization of the canons of St. Ursus—and the social tension 

that accompanied these changes.  

 

 

                                                 
122 ―Qui enim illam conculcant, extra illam cum daemonibus conculcabuntur; et qui illam glorificant, in illa 

et cum illa inter angelos glorificabuntur.‖  (c. 1102 or 1103) Anselm of Canterbury, Epistola 65, PL 

159:0102A-0103C.  For English translation see Walter Frohlich, trans., The Letters of St. Anselm of 

Canterbury, vol. 2 (Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications, 1993), 258-260.  
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I.  The Counts of Savoy, the Church, and Reform 

 The progenitor of the house of Savoy, Humbert Whitehands (c. 980-1047), held 

both civil and religious authority over his lands.  He appointed his sons as bishops of 

Maurienne, Sion, and Aosta; his son Aymon also served as abbot of St. Maurice.123  

Clearly, any efforts toward reform would involve the counts of Savoy. 

 The first evidence of ecclesiastical reform, although minimal, appears with 

Humbert Whitehand‘s son, Count Humbert II, who ruled from 1091-1103.  Like his 

father, Humbert II considered the church in his lands to be under his hereditary rule.  But 

the voices of reformers seeking to limit lay interference in church matters were beginning 

to make a difference in Savoy.  One of those voices belonged to St. Anselm, the 

renowned theologian and archbishop of Canterbury (c. 1033-1109), who was born in 

Aosta.  Anselm wrote a letter c. 1102 to Count Humbert II asserting that the count‘s role 

should be to respect and protect the church.  In this letter, Anselm warns the count against 

presuming the right to rule over the church.  His warning sounds more like a threat when 

he writes ―those who trample the church, will be trampled by demons.‖124  In spite of 

                                                 
123 Gilbert Coutaz, Elsanne Gilomen-Schenkel, Germain Hausmann, and Philipp Kalbermatter, ―Saint-

Maurice Histoire II: L‘abbaye de St-Maurice 830-1128,‖ in Les chanoines réguliers de Saint-Augustine en 

Valais: Le Grand-Saint-Bernard, Saint-Maurice d’Agaune, Les prieurés valaisans d’Abondance, ed. 

Brigitte Degler-Spengler and Elsanne Gilomen-Schenkel, trans. Isabelle Bissegger-Garimn, Alain Nadeau, 

and Françoise Vannotti (Bale: Helbing & Lichtenhahn, 1997), 292-3.  C. W. Previté Orton, The Early 

History of the House of Savoy (1000-1233) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1912), 29.  For the 

political history of Savoy see Bernard Demotz, Le comté de Savoie du X1e au XVe siècle: Pouvoir, château 

et état au moyen âge (Geneva:  Editions Slatkine, 2000).  
124 ―Ergo, mi domine, ne putetis ecclesiam, quae in vestro principatu est, vobis datum esse in haereditariam 

dominationem, sed in haereditariam reverentiam et in tuitionem. Eam ut matrem vestram amate, ut 

sponsam et amicam Dei honorate. Qui enim illam conculcant, extra illam cum daemonibus conculcabuntur; 

et qui illam glorificant, in illa et cum illa inter angelos glorificabuntur.‖  Anselm of Canterbury, Epistola 

65, PL 159:0102A-0103C. Orton, 263 n. 5.  In the following chapter, I will discuss the imagery of demons 

in the vitae of St. Ursus and the cloister sculpture.   
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Anselm‘s warning, Count Humbert continued his hereditary rule of the churches in his 

realm and bequeathed his ecclesiastical titles to his son.  Yet Humbert was on good terms 

with his bishops and actively supported in the foundation of reformed monasteries.  He 

granted land for two Cistercian abbeys and transferred land to the saintly bishop and 

reformer Hugh of Grenoble, who assisted in the foundation of the Grande Chartreuse.  In 

addition, Humbert himself founded a Cluniac priory in Belley at the western edge of 

Savoy (fig. 1).125   

 Count Humbert‘s son, Amadeus III, count of Savoy from 1103 to 1148, continued 

his father‘s largesse toward the church, but unlike his father, took steps to remove himself 

as lay ruler of churches in Savoy.  In 1116, the young count formally renounced his right 

to the income (spolia) of the bishopric of Aosta when the seat of the bishop was empty, 

limiting his control over the goods of the church.126  His largesse also echoed the trend 

present throughout western Europe of establishing reformed monasteries and replacing 

seculars with regulars.  Amadeus founded Cistercian monasteries and colleges of 

Augustinian canons in Savoy, gave numerous gifts to the regular canons at the hospice on 

Mont Jove, and appointed Cistercians as archbishops of Tarentaise.  His close association 

with three prominent ecclesiastical leaders, St. Hugh of Grenoble, St. Peter II of 

Tarentaise, and Amadeus d‘Hauterive, abbot of the Cistercian abbey of Hautecombe and 

                                                 
125 Orton, 271-272. 
126 Amadeus signed this document when he passed through Aosta intending to join what is now known as 

the first crusade, although matters in Savoy prevented him from his pilgrimage to Jerusalem until the 

second crusade, where he met his death.  A photograph and Latin transcription of the document is printed 

in Justin Boson, Paléographie valdôtaine, part 1 (Aosta: Imprimerie itla, 1950), 14-15.  
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later bishop of Lausanne, likely influenced the count and his support of church reform.127  

Count Amadeus was personally involved in the reformation of the secular canons at St. 

Maurice of Agaune and in the initial formation of a daughter house of St. Maurice, the 

abbey of Abondance.  The formation of these two communities of regular canons 

suggests the prevalence of ideas about clerical reform in twelfth-century Savoy and 

provides both a context for and a contrast to the regularization of the canons in Aosta in 

1133.  

 

The Abbey of St. Maurice of Agaune (Switzerland) 

 Count Amadeus was actively involved in the reformation of the famous royal 

abbey of St. Maurice.  This abbey was a powerful religious and political center in the 

Middle Ages, located in the Vallais about sixty miles north of Aosta, over the pass of 

Mont Jove, and forty miles east of Geneva.  Its location on the road that led from German 

lands to Italy contributed to the wealth and fame of the abbey, attracting the largesse of 

distinguished visitors who passed over the Alps, including kings, counts, popes, and 

pilgrims.128  

 The royal connections of the abbey of St. Maurice and its spiritual heritage added 

to the significance of its twelfth-century reform.  The abbey was founded by royalty and 

maintained powerful political and religious connections.  Sigismond, the son of 

Gondebaud, king of Burgundy, founded the proprietary abbey in 515 as a place of 

                                                 
127 Orton, 293-302. 
128 But the location of St. Maurice also attracted the attention of the Saracens who destroyed the abbey 

around 940.  Coutaz, ―Saint-Maurice Histoire II: L‘abbaye de St-Maurice 830-1128,‖ in Degler-Spengler, 

Les chanoines réguliers de Saint-Augustine en Valais, 289-291. 
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pilgrimage of the third-century Roman martyrs St. Maurice and his legion, the Theban 

martyrs.  When Sigismond was murdered, he too was proclaimed a martyr and buried at 

St. Maurice.  His relics thus joined the legion of martyrs in whose honor he had founded 

the abbey.  Thanks to the presence of both the Theban martyrs and Sigismond, the abbey 

chose both holy and regal protectors, which influenced its selection as both the residence 

and burial place for the kings of Burgundy.129    

 In the ninth and tenth centuries, the abbey experienced spiritual and material 

decline.  The kings of Burgundy appointed laymen to serve as provosts and abbots of the 

abbey.  These appointments were political acts rather than acts of devotion.  Pope 

Eugenius II (824-827) issued a bull that replaced the monks (men who had taken vows of 

poverty, chastity, and obedience and lived communally at the abbey) with secular canons 

(non-resident priests who received revenue in exchange for performing ecclesiastical 

duties).  Only a few years later, in 857, Pope Benedict III denounced the depraved and 

ruinous behavior of the abbot of St. Maurice.130  The decline was exacerbated by the 

Saracens, who partially destroyed and then occupied the abbey in 940.131  Even after the 

Saracen intrusions ended and the abbey was partially rebuilt, its spiritual state did not 

improve.  The names in documents between 996 and 1031 suggest that at least some of 

                                                 
129 King Rudolph I and II are buried at St. Maurice, Coutaz, 292.  The sanctity of St. Maurice was 

reinforced in the sixth century, when the monks began to practice the liturgy of laus perennis—the practice 

of chanting the divine office day and night, without interruption, by rotating choirs of monks.  Although 

scholars originally thought the practice originated in Byzantium, Barbara Rosenwien has asserted that the 

monks of St. Maurice may have established the non-stop hymnody independently from Eastern influences, 

using the term ―assiduous psalmody‖ (psallentium…assiduum) rather than laus perennis.  Barbara H. 

Rosenwein, "Perennial Prayer at Agaune", in Sharon Farmer and Barbara H. Rosenwein, ed., Monks and 

Nuns, Saints and Outcasts: Religion in Medieval Society (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000), 40.  
130 Coutaz, 288. 
131 Mémoires et documents, 35. 

http://books.google.com/books?id=q7j3YkRIuCIC&lpg=PA42&dq=%22laus%20perennis%22&as_brr=3&pg=PA41#v=onepage&q=%22laus%20perennis%22&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=q7j3YkRIuCIC&lpg=PA42&dq=%22laus%20perennis%22&as_brr=3&pg=PA41#v=onepage&q=%22laus%20perennis%22&f=false


 
61 

the secular canons of St. Maurice were married with children.  The canons were probably 

non-resident noblemen who neglected their ecclesiastical duties.132 

 Such was the state of the abbey of St. Maurice in 1103 when Amadeus III became 

count.  As count, Amadeus held the title of lay abbot of St. Maurice and his brother 

Raynald was provost there, continuing the comital links with the great abbey established 

by the Burgundian kings.133  The once pious royal institution, with a saintly founder, a 

unique liturgy, and a multitude of patron saints, had become a prime example of an abbey 

entirely in the hands of lay rulers and secular canons.  Lay control entailed the 

appropriation of the monastery‘s material goods and disregard for spiritual life.  While 

the secular canons of St. Maurice may have partially restored the material fabric of the 

church and its treasury, they still failed to perform their religious duties.  They ignored 

the reforms occurring all around them, remaining outside of Cluniac, Cistercian, and 

Premonstratensian circles.134  It was only in the third decade of the twelfth century that 

Amadeus, influenced by reforming ideals, initiated the regularization of the secular 

canons of the abbey, a change that would take place in Aosta only a few years later.  

 A document dated 1128 records the count‘s role in the reformation of the abbey of 

St. Maurice.135  The language of this document provides contemporary terminology for 

the discussion of reform, and thus helps us understand the process of regularization in 

                                                 
132 Coutaz, 295. 
133 Orton, 297. 
134 Coutaz, 301. 
135 The 1128 document is printed in Gallia Christiana, vol. 12 (Paris: Typographia Regia: 1770), 430 D 

and Sigismund Furrer, Geschichte, Statistik und Urkundensammlung über Wallis, vol. 3 (Sitten: Drug und 

Berlay, 1850), 36. Until I have the opportunity to examine the original manuscript, my findings are 

preliminary. 
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other communities in Savoy, such as that of St. Ursus, where similar documents are not 

extant.  Most importantly, the key participants named in the St. Maurice document 

suggest the high social levels at which the importance of reform was acknowledged in 

Savoy.  

 The 1128 regularization document of St. Maurice indicates that Count Amadeus 

gave up his lay abbacy of St. Maurice and approved of the regularization of the 

community, and that Bishop Hugh of Grenoble (c. 1052-1032) was present to support this 

re-formation.  Hugh of Grenoble, both monk and bishop, was an avid reformer.136  In 

1084, Hugh played a central role in establishing the Grand Chartreuse, the first 

charterhouse of the Carthusians, only thirteen miles away from Grenoble.  Hugh served 

as protector and supporter of the Carthusians throughout his life, confirming almost all 

donations made to the Grande Chartreuse.137  He took an interest in regular canons, 

                                                 
136 The primary source for the life of Hugh of Grenoble is the vita Hugonis written by Guigo I, prior of La 

Grande Chartreuse, who had known Hugh for about twenty-four years.  According to Guigo, in 1080 Hugh 

was attending a council in Avignon with another Hugh, the bishop of Die and papal legate of Pope Gregory 

VII.  During the council, a chapter of canons from Grenoble chose Hugh to fill the vacant bishopric of 

Grenoble.  The young Hugh was immediately ordained and taken to Rome to be consecrated by Pope 

Gregory.  At his consecration Hugh received his pastoral staff and two books—St. Ambrose‘s De officiis 

ministrorum and St. Augustine‘s Enarrationes in psalmos—from Countess Matilda of Tuscany. (Strangely 

enough, in the midst of the investiture contest, a ―reforming‖ bishop was actually invested by a woman who 

was an avid supporter of Pope Gregory.) Alexander Murray, ―The Temptation of St. Hugh of Grenoble,‖ in 

Lesley Smith and Benedicta Ward, ed., Intellectual Life in the Middle Ages: Essays presented to Margaret 

Gibson, (London and Rio Grande, Ohio: The Hambleton Press, 1992), 90-94. After a period of time in 

Rome, Hugh returned to Grenoble to address the problems of simony and clerical marriage in his diocese.  

But matters did not go according to Hugh‘s plans.  Discouraged in his initial attempts at reform, Hugh left 

the bishopric to become a monk at the Cluniac monastery of La Chaise-Dieu, about 150 miles west of 

Grenoble.  Less than two years after Hugh‘s consecration as a monk, Pope Gregory VII ordered him to 

return to his diocese, where Hugh remained as bishop for the next forty years. H. E. J. Cowdrey, The 

Crusades and Latin Monasticism, 11
th

—12
th

 Centuries (Aldershot: Ashgate Variorum 1999), 32. 
137 Cowdrey, 44.  Note that the establishment of the Grand Chartreuse included papal involvement by Pope 

Urban II, (1090 and 1091); Innocent II (1133), Urban II, Paschal II, Calixtus II, and Honorius II.  Ibid., 45.  

Brondy states that Hugh founded the Augustinian college of St. Martin de Miséré but he offers no 

references or support.  Réjane Brondy, Bernard Demotz, and Jean Pierre Leguay, La Savoie de l’an mil à la 

réforme: XIe- debut XVIe siècle (Rennes: Ouest-France, 1984), 54.   
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founding the Augustinian abbey of St. Jeoire and enriching the regular canons of Oulx 

who adopted the customs of St. Ruf around 1110.138  As bishop, Hugh was involved in 

imperial-papal controversies related to reform as well.  He participated in the council at 

Vienne (1112), which secured the excommunication of Emperor Henry V (1106-1125) 

after the emperor had imprisoned Pope Paschal II (1099-1118) in hopes of securing the 

privilege of lay investiture.  Attending the council at Le Puy, Hugh supported Innocent II 

as pope and excommunicated Anacletus as a schismatic.139  As a reforming bishop, Hugh 

exemplifies the interrelationship between the reformation of local ecclesiastical 

communities and the traditional story of reform as the conflict between emperor and 

pope. 

 Only two years after the death of this reforming monk-bishop in 1132, Pope 

Innocent II canonized Hugh with the approval of Bernard of Clairvaux.  The pope chose 

Prior Guigo, the author of the Carthusian constitution, to write the vita of the saintly 

bishop; the vita was written after the canonization of the saint, rather than before.140  

Hugh‘s swift rise to sainthood, supported by two of the era‘s most powerful religious 

leaders of the day—Pope Innocent II and Bernard of Clairvaux—demonstrates Hugh‘s 

importance as the very model of a reforming bishop.  In turn, Innocent‘s affirmation of 

Hugh‘s sanctity added weight to Innocent‘s claim to the papacy in the midst of a papal 

schism.   

                                                 
138 Uta-Renate Blumenthal, ―Poitevin Manuscripts, the Abbey of Saint-Ruf and Ecclesiastical Reform in 

the Eleventh Century,‖ in Readers, Texts, and Compilers in the Earlier Middle Ages: Studies in Medieval 

Canon Law in Honour of Linda Fowler-Magerl, ed. Martin Brett and Kathleen G. Cushing (Farnham, 

Surrey, and Burlington: Ashgate, 2009), 93.   
139 The excommunication of Anacletus occurred at the Council of Pisa in 1135. Cowdrey, 41.  
140 Murray, 84. 
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 Given Hugh‘s saintly reputation and powerful connections, his interest in the 

reform of the canons of St. Maurice indicates the significance of the changes taking place 

at the abbey and links these changes to the reforming efforts outside of Savoy.  In order 

to appear at St. Maurice in 1128, the elderly bishop would have had to travel around 140 

miles from Grenoble across high mountain terrain to join Count Amadeus III at Agaune. 

Perhaps the count sought Hugh‘s counsel, or maybe Hugh instigated the transformation 

of the abbey.  Either way, the name of this saintly bishop so closely associated with 

reformation efforts would have added authority and legitimacy to the proceedings 

recorded in this document.  

 The 1128 documentation of the reformation of St. Maurice provides a 

contemporary description of what reform entailed at a place near Aosta.  The 

identification of Hugh as a ―reforming bishop‖ (episcopus reformans) confirms the 

twelfth-century use of the term ―reform‖ to discuss the spiritual changes in which Bishop 

Hugh participated.  This document defines the ―miserably desolate‖ (miserabiliter 

desolatum) spiritual condition of the abbey in precise terms as the ―cessation of the divine 

office‖ (―cessantibus etiam divinis officiis‖), in other words, liturgical failure.  This 

desolate condition is, according to the document, especially painful to Amadeus, 

Raynald, and Hugh; they are ―touched deeply by heartfelt sorrow‖ (―tacti dolore cordis 

intrinsecus‖).  This emotive phrase is understandable when one considers the fact that the 

abbey was formerly renowned for the practice of continual, assiduous praise, and yet by 
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1128 the secular canons may not have been singing the divine office at all.141  The 

assiduous praise had fallen silent.142  In response to this desolate state, the count, his 

brother, and Hugh proposed to change (commutare) the ―secular canons‖ into ―regular 

canons‖ so that the canons could devotedly serve God (―ordinamus et statuimus de 

consensu secularium canonicorum, qui nunc sunt, ut illi in regulares canonicos de caetero 

commutentur, et Deo devote deserviant‖).  The authors of this document did not see this 

transformation as something new, but rather as an expression of continuity with past 

practices that had ceased—the practices of devoted service to God.  A key aspect of 

reform at St. Maurice was the reinstatement of the spiritual practice of singing the divine 

office.  

 The Agaune document also illustrates the material change that lay at the heart of 

reform.  At St. Maurice as elsewhere, the transformation from seculars to regulars 

entailed that ―all possessions wrongly alienated from the church be transferred 

(devolvantur) to the church without any opposition‖ (―ut omnes possessiones male 

alienatae ab ecclesia, sine alicujus contradictione ad eam devolvantur‖).  According to 

this phrase, the regularization occurred so that the possessions of the church would be 

returned to the common property of the regulars.  The document does not enumerate the 

benefices that were returned, as do many charters and privileges, but typically the goods 

of the church included lands, church buildings, tithes, and annual income in money or in 

goods such as food, livestock, and wax.  While I translate the verb devolvi as transfer, the 

                                                 
141 Rosenwein, 37, 41-42. 
142 Henri Leclercq, "Agaunum," The Catholic Encyclopedia, 1907, 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01205a.htm.  Accessed October 25, 2010. 
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sense of the word is a rolling or falling back to a past state, returning the wrongly seized 

possessions to the common property of the abbey.  Here, too, we see not a claim for 

novelty, but an insistence on restoration.  Indeed, Count Amadeus himself leads the way 

in demonstrating the restitution of all things.  He includes himself, and presumably his 

brother, in the phrase, ―He [anyone who has wrongly taken property] should renounce, in 

peace, the wrongly possessed land of the church, just as we [Amadeus and his brother] 

renounce and command all things lost to be restituted‖ (―terram male possessam ecclesiae 

in pace dimittet, prout et nos dimittimus, et omnia ablata restitui mandamus‖).  Thus, 

Amadeus himself models the restitution of church goods.  

 The 1128 document marks only the beginning of the reformation of the abbey of 

St. Maurice; permanent spiritual and material changes took many years.  Pope Honorius 

II ratified the institutional changes a few months after the 1128 document was completed, 

addressing his approval solely to ―the beloved sons of God at the church of the Blessed 

Maurice…‖ (―Dei dilectis filliis Agaunensis ecclesiae B. Mauritii…‖), with no mention 

of an abbot or provost.143  The omission suggests that the count and his brother had 

indeed relinquished their titles and lordship over the abbey.  The papal bull further states 

that when the abbey achieves a sufficient number of regular canons, they should choose a 

―wise and religious‖ abbot.  It seems that the canons did not attain this unspecified 

number for quite some time.  Although a regular canon named Hugh was acting abbot by 

1137, the canons did not officially elect Hugh as abbot until 1147.  Other elements of 

                                                 
143 Furrer, 36. 
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reform took longer still: it was not until Rudolph became abbot (1153-1168) that the 

community enacted strict rules of manual labor, silence, and diet.144   

 Later documents indicate that the abbey did not fully achieve independence until 

many years after the initial reforming document of 1128.  Some secular canons were 

allowed to remain beside the regulars until 1142.  And it was not until 1143 that 

Amadeus, his wife, and son finally surrendered the election of the provost to the regular 

canons and relinquished the revenue they received from the abbey.  Yet even then, the 

count still retained his customary rights of receptus—compulsory housing and 

entertainment of the count and his court when present at St. Maurice.  Thus, what began 

in 1128 took several years to implement. 

 In summary, the 1128 regularization document from St. Maurice briefly outlines 

the political, spiritual, and material components of reform.  The reformation of the abbey 

was primarily a top-down matter, involving the voluntary transfer of political control 

from a powerful layman to the church.  Thus, the reformation would limit lay control of 

church matters.  The names of powerful men at the beginning and end of the document 

indicate that it was the count, possibly with the influence of Hugh of Grenoble, who 

initiated the changes at the abbey, and not the non-resident canons, who only gradually 

were transformed into a self-ruling community of regulars.  The confirmation requested 

of and received from the pope aligns the reform with papal power, but the transformation 

of the abbey did not begin with the pope.  The regularization of the canons of St. Maurice 

reflected a regional initiative. 

                                                 
144 Coutaz, 302. 
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 Matters of reform at St. Maurice were not only political, but also spiritual.  The 

reformation rectified the spiritual desolation of the abbey by replacing secular canons 

with regulars.  Communal life would ensure that the regular canons would be present at 

the abbey to perform their spiritual duties.  The celebration of the divine office was 

reinstated, and the canons eventually adopted other elements of a regulated life, including 

prescriptions about silence, manual labor, and diet. 

 Concerning material matters, the reform of St. Maurice also entailed the return of 

possessions and benefices to the common property of the regular canons to support the 

newly established community.  The regular canons‘ vows of personal poverty (and 

chastity) protected the church from further alienation of property through family 

connections and inheritance.   

 All together, the political, spiritual, and material reforms that took place at the 

abbey of St. Maurice, and the powerful status of both Count Amedeus and Hugh of 

Grenoble, elevate the importance of similar change that occurred in Aosta in 1133.  The 

documentation available for St. Maurice provides both vocabulary and context for 

understanding the implementation of reform in Aosta, where documentation is more 

formulaic and less specific.    

  

The Abbey of St. Mary at Abondance (France) 

 Reformation spread to the canons of St. Ursus in Aosta from the abbey of 

Abondance.  This college of regular canons was a daughter house of St. Maurice, but 

surprisingly, adopted reforming ideals some twenty years before the regularization of its 
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mother house.  In 1080, Louis de Feternes, a powerful local lord, gave the sequestered 

river valley of Abondance to the abbey of St. Maurice. 145  In 1108, the young Count 

Amadeus III, in his role as lay abbot of St. Maurice, officially granted the church of St. 

Mary and the whole valley of Abondance to Prior Arluinus and the regular canons of St. 

Mary.146  Amadeus‘ actions at Abondance suggest that reforming ideas had already 

started to influence the count, and that he used his decidedly unreformed position as lay 

abbot of St. Maurice to institute reforms in his county.   

 The Abondance canons influenced the establishment of Augustinian canons 

throughout Savoy.  They annexed a college of regular canons at Filly as well as a 

community of Augustinian canons at Peillonex, which began as a group of priests who 

came together at certain times of the year to pray.147  Between 1130 and 1140, the abbey 

of Abondance acquired their independence from St. Maurice and founded their own 

daughter houses of Augustinian canons including Sixt (c. 1144), Entremont (1154), and 

                                                 
145 Orton, 293 and Brondy, 54.   
146 J. Mercier, L‘abbaye & la vallée d‘Abondance, in Mémoires et documents publiés par l'académie 

salésienne, vol. 8 (Annecy: Académie salésienne, 1885), 306-7. (The royal archives in Turin hold the 

original document.).  The canons had free use of ―…fields, meadows, pastures, forests, waters [lakes] and 

running waters [rivers], alps, mountains, hill, cultivated and uncultivated plains and all things…‖ (―…cum 

campis, pratis, pascuis, silvis, aquis, aquarumque decursibus, alpibus, montibus et collibus, planis cultis et 

incultis et cum omnibus omnium rerum usibus….‖)  The charter, however, indicates that the canons of St. 

Maurice did not give up their hunting rights in the Abondance valley.  They allowed the regular canons of 

St. Mary to capture only six deer per year (―cervis sex per singulos annos licitum sit eis capere, quia 

Dominus Guido eis concessit‖), indicating that the regular canons did not follow a rigid rule that prohibited 

eating meat.  Mercier, 307. Yet the lifestyle of the regular canons was sufficiently monk-like that they were 

referred to as monks in a donation dated 1121 that refers to ―the church of monks of Abondance and lord 

Rudolph the prior of the same place‖ (―ecclesiae monachorum de Abundantina domino Rodulpho priori 

ejusdem loci‖).  Mercier, 31. 
147 Brondy, 53-54. 
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Goailles (1202).  By the end of the twelfth century, they managed parishes that extended 

from the Abondance valley to the banks of Lake Geneva (or Lac Léman).148  

 Ponce de Faucigny was one of the more well-known of the canons of Abondance.  

A manuscript of Augustine‘s Rule, dated to around 1140, is attributed to Ponce, who 

founded the house of Augustinian canons at Sixt, in the Haut Giffre valley of Savoy.149  

He came from a family of important ecclesiastics: his great uncle Guy de Faucigny was 

bishop of Geneva c. 1080-1120; his uncle Gerard was bishop of Lausanne (1107-1130) 

and provost of the cathedral in Geneva.150  Once again, networks of powerful families 

underlie the implementation of reform in Savoy.   

 Around 1133, a regular canon named Herbert arrived in Aosta as the new bishop 

and initiated the regularization of the canons of St. Ursus.  Documentary evidence 

suggests a connection between Bishop Herbert and the abbey of Abondance.  Unlike his 

contemporary Ponce, we do not know much about Herbert, but an entry written in a 

thirteenth-century hand in a necrology from Abondance suggests that Herbert may have 

been a regular canon at that abbey.  The necrology identifies Herbert as ―our canon‖ 

(―Obiit Herbertus Augustensis episcopus et canonicus noster‖).  Although Herbert was 

bishop of Aosta at least from 1133 until his death in 1138/1139, the regular canons at 

                                                 
148 The Abondance canons assumed control of Grandvaux in 1172.  Philipp Kalbermatter, ―Les prieurés 

valaisans d‘Abondance (France),‖ trans. Françoise Vannotti in Degler-Spengler, Les chanoines réguliers de 

Saint-Augustine en Valais, 497.  Jean-Yves Mariotte, Histoire des communes savoyardes, vol. 1(1980), 

186.  Jean Marie Benand states that the regular canons of St. Mary did not gain their independence until 

1158.  Jean Marie Benand, Abondance: Les peintures murales du cloître de l’abbaye (Montemélian: La 

Fontaine de Siloé, 2000), 20. 

149 Brondy, 54.  See also, http://www.sixtferacheval.com/anglais/heritage/abbaye.php.  Accessed April 30, 

2011. 
150 Marie Rannaud (abbot), Le bienheureux Ponce de Faucigny:  fondateur de l’abbaye de Sixt, sa vie son 

culte (1903), 7-9.   
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Abondance still claimed Herbert as their own.151  The necrology of the college of St. 

Ursus confirms Herbert‘s profession as a regular in the description ―Herbert the regular, 

bishop of Aosta‖ (―Herbertus regularis, episcopus Augustensis‖). 

 The record of a chapter meeting held in Abondance around 1152 credits Herbert 

with initiating reform in Aosta almost twenty years before.  Nearly thirty regular canons 

attended this meeting as representatives from at least four colleges of Augustinian canons 

(Abondance, St. Ursus, Entremont, and Melereia).  According to the proceedings of the 

meeting, Gunterius, then prior of St. Ursus, attended to report on ―the ordination, or 

institution of regular canons, that was formerly done in a praiseworthy fashion by 

Herbert, bishop of Aosta, in the church of the blessed Ursus.‖152  This document further 

describes Herbert as ―bishop of Aosta, an excellent planter of religion,‖ that is, of the 

regular life (―Augustensis episcopus, cultor religionis praecipuus").153  The person of 

Herbert links Abondance to reform in Aosta. 

 To summarize this section, Count Amadeus and wealthy noblemen supported 

multiple expressions of reform in twelfth-century Savoy.  In his first act as count, 

Amadeus took part in the foundation of Abondance.  Many years later he relinquished his 

position as lay abbot of the powerful abbey of St. Maurice, but only gradually did he 

                                                 
151 An entry in the necrology of the abbey of Sixt, another college founded by an Abondance canon, 

indicates that the regular canons that founded Sixt also claimed Herbert as their own (canonicus noster).  

Strangely, the martyrology of the Aosta cathedral does not mention Bishop Herbert.  Frutaz, Fonti, 294. 
152 ―…canonicorum regularium institutioni seu ordinationi quae in ecclesia beati Ursi ab Arberto 

Augustensi episcopo olim laudibiliter facta fuisse…‖  Paolo Papone and Viviana Vallet, ―Storia e liturgia 

nel culto di S. Orso,‖ Société académique:  religieuse et scientifique de l’ancien duché d’Aoste, novella 

série VII (Aosta: Imprimerie Valdôtaine, 2000), 258.  
153 Herbert‘s name is spelled Arbertus, the same spelling as Herbert‘s name is inscribed on capital 35 in the 

cloister that depicts the bishop, discussed in chapter 2. 
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abdicate his rights over the possessions of the abbey.  The count did not act alone at St. 

Maurice.  The reforming bishop Hugh of Grenoble likely influenced the count to support 

reformed foundations and appoint reform-minded bishops and archbishops.  Wealthy 

noblemen also influenced where Augustinian communities were instituted.  Louis de 

Feternes donated the land for the abbey of Abondance and Ponce de Faucigny established 

the abbey of Sixt as a new community of Augustinian canons on his ancestral lands.   

 No clear pattern existed for Augustinian communities in Savoy.  Abondance 

seems to have originated as a college of regular canons; Peillonex was an informal group 

of priests who later decided to adopt a common life; and at St. Maurice the count was 

involved in reforming secular canons into regulars.  Top-down reforms, as at St. Maurice, 

existed alongside bottom-up movements toward the regular life, as at Peillonex.  Yet this 

initial survey of Augustinian canons in medieval Savoy suggests that Abondance was at 

the center of these regional reforms.  The documentation of the chapter meeting in 1152 

implies that the abbey of Abondance served as a type of mother house or an ―order‖ for 

these loosely associated communities of regular canons.  In Aosta, Herbert‘s 

regularization of the secular canons at the church of St. Ursus followed yet another 

pattern of reform.   



 
73 

 

II.  The Implementation of Reform:  From Abondance to Aosta 

―The bishop of Aosta, an excellent planter of religion‖154   

 

 Unlike the top-down reforms of Count Amadeus at the abbey of St. Maurice, 

reform in Aosta began with Herbert‘s arrival as the new bishop.155  Before Herbert‘s 

arrival, the two most powerful religious communities in Aosta consisted of secular 

canons—the canons at the cathedral and the canons at the church of St. Ursus.  The 

limited documentary evidence from the eleventh century suggests that these two colleges 

were distinct entities, yet some of their benefices were united.156  The relationship 

between the two colleges changed in 1133, when Bishop Herbert instigated the 

regularization of secular canons of St. Ursus, a transformation that caused tension 

between the secular canons at the cathedral and the new community of regulars. 

                                                 
154 ―Augustensis episcopus, cultor religionis praecipuus.‖  Excerpt from chapter meeting of Augustinian 

canons in Abondance, after 1152.  Papone and Vallet, 258.   
155 See Appendix IV for a list of bishops of Aosta.   
156 The first unambiguous mention of the secular canons of St. Ursus as a separate entity from the secular 

canons of the cathedral is a donation to four canons of St. Ursus in 1032.  The charter states that a priest 

named Letardus donated a vineyard and two fields to four canons of St. Ursus (ad canonicis Sancti Ursi) 

named Letardus, Constancius, Vuarembertus, and Natalis—each identified as a priest (presbyter).  The 

donor, Letardus himself, seems to be one of the priests of St. Ursus. Zanolli, Cartulaire, no. 638, 359.  

Paolo Papone and Viviana Vallet, ―Storia e liturgia nel culto di S. Orso,‖ Société académique:  religieuse et 

scientifique de l’ancien duché d’Aoste, novella série 7 (Aosta: Imprimerie Valdôtaine, 2000), 226-227.  

This donation suggests that at least a portion of the possessions of the canons of St. Ursus was 

distinguished from the property of the cathedral canons.  Yet, at the same time, the two colleges of secular 

canons were also considered one community.  In a charter dated 1040, Humbert Whitehands donates 

benefices to ―the canons of St. John [cathedral] and also to the canonical order of St. Ursus‖ (―canonicis 

sancti Iohannis nec non et sancti Ursi canonicali ordine‖).  The language of this charter suggests that the 

canons of St. Ursus and the cathedral shared at least some of their assets. Humbert I gave land in Avise, 

Derby, and La Thuile (all located in the Aosta Valley).  Caroli Alberti, ed., Historiae patriae monumenta, 

Chartarum, I (Turin: Regium Typographeum, 1836), no. 212, col. 530-531.  Another spurious document 

possibly dated to the eleventh century, which is incorrectly attributed to 923, refers to a donation to the 

canons of both the cathedral and of St. Ursus.  Ibid., Chartarum, II, no. 16, col. 28-31.  For a full discussion 

of the problems with this document see Frutaz, Fonti, 14, n. 2.  
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 Whether by design or because of the resistance of the cathedral canons, Herbert 

did not reform the secular canons of the cathedral, as was the pattern elsewhere in 

western Europe.  If Herbert wished to continue to live a regular, communal life as bishop, 

as did Cistercian monk-bishops, it would be difficult to do so surrounded only by non-

resident secular canons.157  Perhaps Herbert‘s purpose in reforming the canons of St. 

Ursus was to establish a community of fellow regular canons in order to continue his 

religious practices even as bishop.   

 As a point of comparison to Herbert‘s regularization of the canons of St. Ursus, 

consider the famous reformer Ivo of Chartres (1040-1115) who installed regular canons 

at a collegiate church outside the walls of Chartres after he was unable to reform his 

cathedral canons as the new bishop of Chartres in 1090.  More is known about the 

situation in Chartres than in Aosta.  Ivo replaced a bishop deposed for adultery, perjury, 

fornication, and other crimes.  Moreover, the secular canons of the cathedral of Chartres 

were from wealthy and powerful families.  When Ivo tried to address what he judged as 

abuses of income from the altars and attempted to implement communal life and shared 

property at the cathedral, he met resistance.  As a result, he transformed the collegiate 

church of St. Jean en Vallée into a college of Augustinian canons.  Prior to Ivo‘s 

appointment as bishop, St. Jean had close ties to the cathedral of Chartres, serving as a 

convenient place for the retirement of the cathedral canons.  But the transition of St. Jean 

to regular canons changed its relationship with the cathedral.  Ivo now had to protect St. 

                                                 
157 Two Cistercian archbishops, Peter I and Peter II of Tarentaise are examples of monk-archbishops who 

attempted to adhere to monastic practices and surrounded themselves with fellow monks.  See Martha 

Newman, The Boundaries of Charity: Cistercian Culture and Ecclesiastical Reform, 1098-1180 (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 1996), 148-155. 
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Jean from his own cathedral chapter.  He also secured income for St. Jean and transferred 

church assets held by other monasteries to the collegiate church.  Ivo himself was buried 

at St. Jean, indicating his ultimate approval of the reforms that took place at this 

community outside the walls of Chartres.158   

 Perhaps something similar to the reform of St. Jean of Chartres took place at the 

college of St. Ursus.  The two colleges of secular canons at Chartres were located in close 

proximity, inside and outside the walls of the city, similar to the locations of the secular 

canons of the cathedral and St. Ursus in Aosta.  And both colleges of secular canons in 

Chartres seemed to have had a ‗collegial‘ relationship before the arrival of Ivo, just as the 

two communities of canons in Aosta had enjoyed before the arrival of Herbert.  Given the 

similarities between Chartres and Aosta, it is possible, with caution, to suggest that 

Herbert turned to the canons of St. Ursus outside the walls of Aosta after the cathedral 

canons chose not to reform. 

 The story of Herbert‘s reformation of the canons of St. Ursus in Aosta is partially 

recorded in a series of documents that note and confirm the privileges of the community.  

As documents primarily concerned with property and rights, they depict only part of the 

reforming process.  In this chapter, I analyze what can be learned from the documentary 

evidence; in the next chapter, I demonstrate how the material culture of the Aosta cloister 

substantially enriches this picture.  The chart below sets out the documents regarding the 

transformation of the canons of St. Ursus:  

                                                 
158 Christof Rolker, Canon Law and the Letters of Ivo of Chartres (Leiden: Cambridge University Press, 

2009), 11-23.  Unfortunately, nothing remains of the material fabric of the abbey of St. Jean en Vallée.  

René Merlet, Cartulaire de Saint-Jean-en-Vallée de Chartres, vol. 1 (Chartres: Imprimerie Ed. Garnier, 

1906), vii. 
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Date Type of 

Document 

From/By To Comments 

c. 1133 

 

 

Papal bull 

 

 

Pope Innocent II 

 

 

Bishop 

Herbert 

(c. 1133-1138) 

Confirmation of privileges 

of canons of St. Ursus 

 

c. 1133-

1135 

 

Letter 

 

 

Bishop Herbert 

 

 

Archbishop 

Peter I 

(1132-1140) 

Allows for gradual 

regularization; transfer of 

goods to regulars 

c. 1136 

 

Papal bull 

 

Pope Innocent II 

(1130-1143) 

Prior Arnulf 

 

First use of Sts. Peter and 

Ursus as co-titulars 

1136 

 

Charters (2) 

 

Bishop Guido of 

Ivrea 

Canons of St. 

Ursus  

Guido was former canon of 

St. Ursus 

1138 

 

Charter 

 

Bishop Herbert 

 

Canons of St. 

Ursus 

Bishop Herbert died c 1138 

 

1141 

 

Charter 

 

Bishop Armannus 

(1141) 

Canons of St. 

Ursus 

Language differs from other 

local charters 

c. 1142 

(date lost) 

Local copy of 

1136 papal bull 

(Pope Innocent II) 

 

Prior Arnulf 

(c. 1136-1150) 

End of document lost. 

 

c. 1144 

 

Papal bull 

 

Pope Lucius II 

(1144-1145) 

Prior Arnulf 

 

Almost identical to c 1136 

Innocent II bull  

c. 1146 

 

 

Papal bull 

 

Pope Eugenius III 

(1145-1153)  

 

Prior Arnulf 

 

 

Style different, but content 

the same as bulls c 1136 and 

1144 

c. 1152 

 

 

Papal bull 

 

 

Pope Eugenius III 

 

 

Bishop Arnulf 

(c. 1150-1158) 

 

Protection of Episcopal 

benefices, PL 180:1497-

1498D  

c. 1152 

 

Papal bull 

(local copy) 

Pope Eugenius III 

 

Bishop Arnulf 

 

Revocation of alienation of 

Episcopal benefices 

1152 

 

 

 

Resolution 

 

Bishop Arnulf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Corrects wrongs done to 

canons of St. Ursus; 

Archbishop Peter II of 

Tarentaise present 

After 1152 

 

Record of 

chapter meeting 

Abbot Borcardus 

of Abondance  

 

 

Abondance chapter meeting 

of Augustinian canons  

Table I 

Documents regarding regularization at Aosta 

 

 The first documentation of reform in Aosta is a bull dated November 17, 1133 

(according to the Pisan calendar) from Pope Innocent II to the ―venerable brother 

Herbert, bishop.‖  Innocent wrote in response to requests Herbert made on behalf of the 
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―church of St. Ursus which is located in the suburb of the Aostan city.‖159  The bull 

confirms Bishop Herbert‘s role in initiating the regularization of the canons, 

acknowledges the canons as regulars, establishes the date of reform, and institutes the 

rights of the regular canons with respect to material possessions.   

 The 1133 bull confirms that the regular life—life submitted to a rule—was the 

central tenet of the changes taking place at the church of St. Ursus.  The language of the 

bull suggests that the regular life was already in place at the church, repeatedly using 

terms such as, ―religious men‖ (viri religiosi), ―the canonical order‖ (ordo canonicus), 

―the canonical life‖ (canonica vita), ―regularly living‖ (regulariter vivens), ―regular 

canons‖ (regulari canonici), and ―brothers living regularly‖ (fratri regulariter viventi).  

The pope also stipulates that the regular life should continue for future generations, 

stating that ―…no one should be elected by them [the regular canons] except [those] who 

profess the canonical life (―…nullus eis nisi vitam professus canonicam subrogetur.‖).  

Thus, the 1133 bull serves as a papal confirmation of the regular life at the church of St. 

Ursus, both in the present and in the future.  But this initial bull of Pope Innocent does 

not state which rule the canons of St. Ursus followed, nor does it directly state when 

regular life began in Aosta, as does the regularization document of St. Maurice.  In order 

to confirm the date of regularization, I must return to an inscription on capital 36 in the 

                                                 
159 ―Apostolice sedis moderamini congruit religiosorum virorum desideriis clementer annuere, et ut 

gratum Deo suscipiant incrementum suum eis suffragium impertiri. Tuis igitur, frater venerabilis Herberte 

episcope, postulationibus annuentes, ecclesiam Sancti Ursi qu[a]e in Augustensis civitatis suburbio sita est, 

scripti nostri pagina communimus.  Statuimus enim ut, juxta votum tuum et collaudationem et assensum 

fratrum tuorum, videlicet Bosonis praepositi, Stephani archidiaconi, ac totius capituli, ordo canonicus in 

eadem ecclesia futuris temporibus inviolabiliter conservetur…‖  Papone and Vallet, 237.  For the entire bull 

see also, Pope Innocent II, Privilegium pro Ecclesia S. Ursi Augustensis, PL 179:0165C–0166A and 

Historiae Patriae Monumenta, Chartae, vol. 1, CCCCLXIX col. 769-770. 
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cloister of St. Ursus.  This capital clearly states the time and place for the initiation of the 

regular life: ―In the year from the incarnation of the Lord 1133, in this cloister, the 

regular life was begun.‖160  The year engraved in marble corresponds to the year 

inscribed on the parchment of Innocent‘s bull, suggesting that the date of the bull of 

Innocent II does indeed mark the inauguration of regular life in the ―cloister‖ of St. 

Ursus.   

 The 1133 papal bull also suggests that material matters were at the heart of the 

transformation from seculars to regulars in Aosta, as was the case at St. Maurice.  Since 

one aspect of regular life is the transition from privately held benefices to communally 

held property, it is not surprising that material possessions were an important aspect of 

reform.  The ―requests‖ (postulationes) of Bishop Herbert and the ―desires of the 

regulars‖ (religiosorum virorum desideria) are not specifically described in the 1133 bull. 

But the papal response suggests that these requests and desires primarily related to two 

issues.   

 First, Pope Innocent grants permission for the canons of St. Ursus to receive 

various types of material goods.  He clarifies these goods as possessions, tithes, 

donations, concessions of the pontiff, and offerings of the faithful received in any ―just 

ways‖ (justis modis), both in the present and the future.  Regardless of the source of the 

                                                 
160 ―ANNO AB INCARNA / TIO[N]E D[OMI]NI M

o
C

o
XXX

o
 / III

o
 IN H[O]C CLA[U]STRO 

REGULAR[I]S / VITA INCEPTA EST.‖ 
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income, the pope proclaims that these possessions are legitimate and should remain intact 

as the property of the regular canons.161    

 Second, the pope offers protection for these possessions, aiming to ensure that 

they in fact remain intact for the use of the regular canons.  The conclusion of the 1133 

bull threatens excommunication as punishment for anyone who threatens the property of 

the nascent canons:  

Therefore, let no man be permitted to disturb rashly the aforementioned 

church or to steal its possessions or retain things stolen, to threaten, or to 

harass with reckless vexations.  But all things are to be preserved whole, 

for beneficial use of the regular canons in perpetuity.162 

 

The language used in this portion of the bull is standard in papal privileges produced by 

Innocent II and other popes, whether they are addressed to churches, colleges, or abbeys.  

The bull confirming the possessions of St. Maurice contains similar language.163  It seems 

that the possessions of the canons of St. Ursus needed protection, just as other 

foundations did throughout the Middle Ages.  Regardless of when or where religious 

institutions were established, the need existed from the outset to protect their physical 

property from external threats. 

 

                                                 
161 ―Quecunque praeterea bona, seu possessiones prenominata ecclesia in pr[a]esenti indictione decima 

juste et legitime possidet, aut in futurum concessione pontificum, oblatione fidelium, seu aliis justis modis, 

pr[a]estante domino, poterit adipisci firma fratribus in ea regulariter viventibus, et illibata permaneant.‖  

Papone and Vallet, 237.  
162 ―Nulli ergo omnino hominum liceat prefatum ecclesiam temere perturbare aut eius possessiones auferre 

vel ablatas retinere, minuere, aut temerariis vexationibus fatigare.  Sed omnia integra conserventur, 

regularium canonicorum usibus in perpetuum profutura…Si quis autem huic nostre constitutioni temerario 

ausu contrahire temptaverit…..sententie excommunicationis subiaceat.‖ Ibid., 237.   
163 A search of PL on June 16, 2009 indicates that similar language was used by other popes including 

popes Honorius II, Calixtus II, Paschalis II, and Gelasius II.  The phrase Nulli ergo omnino hominum liceat 

resulted in 318 hits in PL.    
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The Gradual Transition to Regular Life  

 Less than two years after 1133, a letter from Bishop Herbert to Peter I, the 

archbishop of Tarentaise, confirmed the existing property to the new community of 

regulars.164  Following the 1133 papal acknowledgement of the canons of St. Ursus as 

regulars that granted their right to receive donations, Herbert now transfers benefices 

from the cathedral to the newly recognized canons: 

I, Herbert, bishop of Aosta…. give and concede to the regular canons, who 

are placed in the church of St. Ursus of Aosta, or those future ones who 

will live in this [church] as [regular] canons, all the goods of the church, 

namely the canonries [benefices of the canons] and the treasury.   

 

The ―canonries‖ and ―treasury‖ that Herbert ―gives and concedes‖ to the regular 

canons are presumably the property and moveable goods that the canons of St. 

Ursus had formerly possessed as individual secular canons.  This property had 

been combined with the benefices of the cathedral.  Now Herbert returned these 

benefices to the regular canons as the communal property.  The transfer reaffirms 

the identity of the regular canons of St. Ursus as a distinct institution from the 

cathedral. 

 Herbert‘s letter to Peter I also allows for a gradual transition from private 

ownership to communal ownership of property.  He indicates that not all of the 

canons of St. Ursus willingly, or immediately, surrendered their privately held 

benefices:  

                                                 
164 The letter is not dated, but given those named in the letter and the context of other extant documents, 

the letter dates to between 1133 and 1135.  Justin Boson has published a photograph of this letter, and the 

seal that is still attached.  Boson, 16.   
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Nevertheless, as long as the sacristan [treasurer] or secular canons [of St. 

Ursus] who survive will live, they may hold the goods of the church 

without contest, but when they die, let all the treasury and benefices of the 

canons be returned for the use of the regulars.165  

 

In this sentence, we see that the transition from privately held possessions to communal 

property has met with a temporary setback.  The bishop permits some of the first 

generation of regular canons to remain secular and retain their own benefices.  At their 

deaths, however, all their goods will become the common property of the regular canons 

of St. Ursus.  Obviously, not all of the canons of St. Ursus were thrilled about the 

transition from seculars to regulars.  This papal allowance for a gradual transition to 

communal property in Aosta echoes the same provision found in the 1128 regularization 

document of St. Maurice.   

 

Prior Arnulf  

 The regularization of the canons of St. Ursus also involved a provision for self-

governance.  Only three years after regularization, a second bull from Innocent II, this 

one dated November 30, 1136 (according to the Pisan calendar), grants the regular 

canons the right to elect their own prior, further establishing the new community as 

distinct from the cathedral.  In fact, it was the new prior himself, Prior Arnoldus166 

(hereafter Arnulf), who had initiated correspondence with the pope on behalf of his 

community.  In this bull, Pope Innocent responds to Arnulf, ―his beloved son, and to the 

                                                 
165 ―Ita tamen quod quamdiu vel sacrista vel canonici seculares qui superstites modo sunt vixerint, bona 

ecclesie quiete habeant; mortuis vero eis, sacrestia et canonice omnes ad usum regularium redigantur.‖  

Papone and Vallet, 238-239.  
166 Arnaldus is a variant spelling of the prior who was known as Arnulfus in Aosta. 



 
82 

brothers professed to the canonical life in the Aostan church of Saints Peter and Ursus, in 

perpetuity, both in the present and in the future.‖167  The pope addresses Arnulf, rather 

than Bishop Herbert, indicating that Arnulf had already established himself as the 

superior of the new community.  

 Prior Arnulf appears here as a new character in the story of the regular canons.  

Not much is known about him.168  Neither the earlier 1133 papal bull nor Herbert‘s letter 

to the archbishop mention Arnulf.  We do not know how he became prior, but we do 

know that Arnulf remained the prior of St. Ursus until he became bishop of Aosta almost 

twenty years later.  The necrology of St. Ursus mentions both his notable position as the 

―first prior‖ of the college and as ―bishop of Aosta‖ (―Arnulfus primus prior St. Ursi et 

episcopus Augustensis‖); the martyrology of the cathedral remembers Arnulf only as 

bishop.169  The importance of his role as both prior and bishop will become clear as the 

story of the canons of St. Ursus unfolds below. 

 Like Bishop Herbert, Arnulf also had links to the community of regular canons at 

Abondance.  Arnulf‘s name appears in the necrology of Abondance as both canon of St. 

Ursus and bishop of Aosta (―Arnulfus canonicus Sancti Ursi et episcopus Augustensis‖).  

The Abondance necrology does not designate Arnulf as ―our canon,‖ as it does Herbert.  

But the presence of Arnulf in the Abondance necrology suggests a connection between 

Arnulf and Herbert, a connection that may lie behind Arnulf‘s rapid appointment as prior 

                                                 
167 ―…dilecto filio Arnaldo, priori et fratribus in Augustensi ecclesia Sanctorum Petri et Ursi canonicam 

vitam professis tam presentibus quam futuris, in perpetuum.‖  Papone and Vallet, 240.  
168 Tradition claims that Arnulf was from the noble family of Avise in the Aosta valley, but this attribution 

is not documented.  Papone and Vallet, 24.   
169 A brief notice in the martyrology of the cathedral records the death of Arnulf‘s mother, Mary, with no 

mention of the family of Avise (―Obitus Marie matris Arnulfi episcope‖).  Frutaz, Fonti, 296. 
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of the college of St. Ursus.  Note that capital 35 in the cloister of St. Ursus portrays both 

Arnulf and Herbert as central figures in the reformation of the canons of St. Ursus.   

 In the 1136 papal bull, it is clear that one of Arnulf‘s first priorities as prior was to 

establish the regular canons as self-governing.  Innocent II granted the right to 

independent elections of the prior after the death of Arnulf or any of his successors.  The 

bull specifies that the brothers should chose new priors by common assent, ―in 

accordance with the fear of God and the Rule of the Blessed Augustine.‖170  Only the 

regulars themselves, not the bishop or cathedral canons, could participate in the election 

of their prior.  Given that Arnulf was prior for almost twenty years, it is not likely that the 

issue of elections was a pressing matter in 1136.  Rather, Pope Innocent II, Prior Arnulf, 

and the regular canons were clarifying, at the onset of regular life, a policy that protected 

the autonomy of the college of St. Ursus for the present and the future. 

 

Regularization and Identity  

 The 1136 papal bull not only institutes independent governance for the regular 

canons, but also provides further clues to the that ways this transition created a new 

identity for the canons.  The pope refers to the Rule of the Blessed Augustine, confirming 

the canons of St. Ursus as Augustinian.  While the papal bull of 1133 and Herbert‘s letter 

to the archbishop established the canons as regulars, this is the first indication of the rule 

that they followed.  As Augustinians, the canons of St. Ursus followed the same rule as 

                                                 
170 ―Obeunte vero te nunc eiusdem loci priore, vel tuorum quolibet successorum, nullus ibi qualibet 

surreptionis astutia seu violentia preponatur, nisi quem fratres communi assensu, aut fratrum pars sanioris 

consilii, secundum Dei timorem et beati Augustini Regulam providerint eligendum.‖ Papone and Vallet, 

240. 
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did Bishop Herbert, the canons at Abondance, and the canons of St. Maurice d‘Agaune.  

By adopting the Augustinian Rule, the canons of St. Ursus not only aligned themselves 

with an authoritative pattern for regularization in Savoy, but also linked their life with the 

model of Augustine, a powerful saint, bishop, and father of the church—in short, an 

established exemplar from the sacred past.  As we will see in chapter two, the image of 

Augustine depicted on capital 35 in the cloister of St. Ursus further emphasizes the 

importance of the regular canons‘ identity as Augustinian canons.  

 In addition to linking the regular canons with the model and rule of St. Augustine, 

the 1136 papal bull also identifies the new regulars with the most powerful of apostolic 

saints, St. Peter himself.  This document is the first mention of St. Peter as co-titular with 

St. Ursus as a patron saint of the college of regulars.  In the salutation of the 1136 bull, 

Innocent not only greets Arnulf, but also addresses ―the brothers professed to the 

canonical life in the Aostan church of Saints Peter and Ursus.‖  In the previous two 

documents discussed—the 1133 papal bull and the letter of Herbert to the archbishop—

the church bears only the name of St. Ursus.  But in the 1136 document, St. Peter appears 

in the first position, before St. Ursus, as co-titular of the church.  Saints symbolize 

power.171  Peter, as the prince of all apostles, represents the epitome of saintly power, 

power linked to the papacy at a time when the popes were strengthening their authority.  

The regularization itself linked the canons of St. Ursus more closely with the papacy, as 

is demonstrated in the receipt of two papal bulls within only three years.  But the 

                                                 
171 For an astute exploration of the power of saints see, Diana Webb, Patrons and Defenders: The Saints in 

the Italian City-States (London and New York: Tauris Academic Studies, 1996). 
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adoption of St. Peter as a patron of their college made the connection with the papacy 

obvious to anyone who proclaimed the name of the canons or the church.  The addition of 

St. Peter at this crucial time of transformation in Aosta suggests a critical need to add 

papal authority to the reforms taking place at the college.  As will be discussed in chapter 

2, the co-titulars St. Peter and St. Ursus are depicted in the cloister sculpture as 

participating together in the blessing of Arnulf as the first prior of the regulars.  Thus, 

both in word and image, St. Peter himself joined the cause of reform in Aosta.  

 St. Ursus did not relinquish his place to St. Peter, but remained as a model of 

reform.  The canons did not wish to exchange St. Ursus for St. Peter.  While St. Peter was 

considered a universal saint with princely power, no one had exclusive claim to his 

patronage.  St. Ursus, in contrast, was a local hero, bodily present in his relics at the 

church of the regular canons, offering exclusive patronage.172  By joining St. Peter, the 

universal saint, with their local saint to designate their church, Arnulf and the regular 

canons allowed for recourse to powers both in Aosta and in Rome. 

 The pope‘s endorsement of the regular life, evident in the 1136 bull, further links 

the agenda of Innocent II and other reform-minded popes to those who profess the regular 

life, in this case, the canons of St. Ursus: 

As to the matter of the universal church, care has been entrusted to us [the 

papacy] by God, the provider of all good things, that we have a special 

regard for religious persons and that we desire to promote, by all means, a 

religion pleasing to God.173 

 

                                                 
172 Ibid., 170. 
173 ―Ad hoc universalis ecclesie cura nobis a provisore omnium bonorum Deo commissa est ut religiosas 

diligamus personas, et beneplacentem Deo religionem studeamus modis omnibus propagare.‖ Papone and 

Vallet, 240.  
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It is clear in this passage that regularization increased papal power.  Innocent II used this 

terminology at least fourteen times during his papacy.174  Other popes used this phrase as 

well:  it is found in several papal privileges addressed to those who profess the regular 

life, including correspondence authored by popes from Callixtus II (1124) through 

Innocent III (1203).  All such bulls, including the 1136 bull of Innocent II, openly state 

the papal intent to promote the regular life and the popes‘ ―special regard‖ for those who 

follow a rule, that is, those who devote themselves to God so as to preserve the ―purity of 

the faith.‖175  Thus, by adopting the regular life, the canons of St. Ursus, now also named 

for St. Peter, aligned themselves with the agenda of the most powerful of ecclesiastical 

authorities, the papacy. 

 

The Emergence of Tension  

 One of the primary purposes of the regular canons‘ identification with St. Peter 

and their appeals to his representative, Pope Innocent II, was to protect the material 

possessions of the new community.  In the 1136 papal bull, Innocent grants a privilege to 

the regular canons that secures and protects ―all the things which they [the canons] justly 

and canonically possess at present, or in the future will be able to obtain …‖176  This 

privilege establishes the legal right of the canons of St. Ursus to take possession of their 

own benefices as well as the right to accept future donations as an ecclesiastical 

                                                 
174 PL search July 14, 2010. 
175 In chapter 4, I discuss a document one hundred years after reform that identifies the canons of St. Ursus 

as a threat to the ―purity of the faith‖ in Aosta.   
176 ―… dilecti in Domino filii…servitio apostolice sedis privilegio communimus, statuentes ut universa que 

inpresentiarum iuste et canonice possidetis, aut in futurum concessione pontificum….‖.  Vallet and Papone, 

240. 
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institution distinct from the cathedral.  Thus, the 1136 bull reinforces the papal bull of 

1133.  

 The language at the end of the 1136 bull suggests that the cathedral canons may 

have been a threat to the communal property of the canons of St. Ursus.  Of course, 

multiple warnings against attempts to steal or disturb the possessions of a reforming 

church were common in papal bulls.  Yet two phrases embedded in these 1136 warnings 

do not appear in the 1133 bull of Innocent II and are unusual in papal bulls in general.  

The first is the admonition of the ―mother church:‖  

Therefore, we establish that neither the mother church nor any man should 

be permitted rashly to disturb your church, or to carry away its 

possessions, or to retain things stolen, to diminish, or to exact from you 

anything beyond that which has been agreed upon formerly, or to harass 

you with any sort of troubles… 177 

 

Although this warning is similar to the first bull in 1133, it differs in specifically naming 

the ―mother church‖—the cathedral—as a potential source of disturbance to the 

possessions of the new college.  The ―mother church‖ is neither mentioned in the 

admonitions of the bull by Urban II to the Augustinian canons of St. Ruf in 1095 (a 

community of regulars that separated from the cathedral in Avignon), nor found in other 

privileges of Pope Innocent II.  But the formulaic language of papal privileges provided 

the option of inserting the specific source, or sources, of threats.178  In the case of the 

                                                 
177 ―Statuimus ergo ut neque matrici ecclesie, nec alicui omnino hominum liceat vestram ecclesiam temere 

perturbare, aut eius possessiones auferre, vel ablatas retinere, minuere, seu a vobis quidquam ultra id quod 

est antiquitus constitutum exigere, aut vos quibuslibet molestiis fatigare…‖ Papone and Vallet, 240. 
178 In 1140, Innocent II granted a privilege for the monastery of St. James of Bessa which singled out the 

bishop of Vercelli as one who was prohibited from disturbing the possessions of the monastery.  

―Decernimus ergo, ut nec episcopo Vercellensi, nec alicui hominum liceat.‖ Pope Innocent II, Monasterium 

S. Jacobi Bessense, PL 179:0521D.  See Papone and Vallet, 239-240. 
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privilege for the church of St. Ursus, it was the cathedral canons, the mother church, 

which the pope specifically identified as a threat.  He may well have been responding to a 

request by Arnulf in providing these protective clauses.  

 Another part of this phrase in the 1136 papal bull suggests a source for tension 

between the canons of St. Ursus and the cathedral, both in 1136 and in the future.  The 

caveat ―beyond what has been established from antiquity‖ is not common in medieval 

papal privileges.  This ambiguous requirement leaves it up to the two communities of 

canons to resolve exactly what had been formerly agreed upon and what had not.  The 

stipulation was sure to cause conflict between the two communities.  In chapter 5, I 

discuss just such a conflict over the identification of a parish boundary, supposedly 

established from antiquity, was still a source of conflict between the canons in the 

thirteenth century.   

 The vague language of the bull surely caused problems.  Since regularization 

would have involved dividing the benefices of the cathedral from those of the church of 

St. Ursus, the cathedral canons stood to lose property.  If the cathedral canons did not 

readily relinquish their claims to this property and its revenue, the regular canons would 

likely have protested.  Moreover, the establishment of the rights of the canons of St. 

Ursus to receive donations also meant less income for the cathedral canons.  So it is not 

surprising that the bull directly names the cathedral canons as a potential threat to the 

communal property of the regulars.179  The need for yet another papal bull, from the same 

                                                 
179 Note that another papal bull of Innocent II is extant in Aosta.  The manuscript is damaged and the end 

of the document has been lost, thus it is not dated.  The text that has survived is almost identical to the 1136 

bull except for a few words—the most interesting being the local spelling of Arnulfo, instead of, Arnaldo.  
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pope, so soon after 1133, suggests that difficulties indeed had arisen at the 

implementation of reform.  

 The tension between the canons of the cathedral and those of St. Ursus continued 

into the next decade, as did Arnulf‘s efforts to obtain papal recognition and protection for 

St. Ursus.  In 1144, Pope Lucius II addressed a papal bull to Prior Arnulf to reaffirm the 

privileges that Pope Innocent II had granted to the regular canons.180  And again, in 1146, 

Pope Eugenius III repeated the privileges of the previous popes.  The content of the bulls 

of 1144 and 1146 is almost identical to Innocent II‘s bull of 1136: the later bulls likewise 

name the mother church (matrici ecclesiae) as a threat to the regular canons and add St. 

Peter as co-titular of the regulars.181  Perhaps Arnulf took the opportunity of papal 

transitions to try once again to force the cathedral canons to recognize the autonomous 

possessions of the canons of Sts. Peter and Ursus.  If no conflict or threat existed, it 

seems unlikely that Arnulf would have had to appeal again to the papacy; certainly, he 

would not have needed two bulls in two years. 

 From 1133 to the 1140s, the material possessions of the new college of regulars 

increased as they exercised their right to receive donations.  The cartulary of St. Ursus 

indicates that the regular canons began receiving donations in their own name, as an 

                                                                                                                                                 
Given this local emendation, and the fact that there is no new content, I agree with Papone and Vallet that 

this document was a local copy of the 1136 bull of Innocent II.  Papone and Vallet, 242-243.  The existence 

of duplicate of this bull suggests its importance to the canons of St. Ursus.  

180 Pope Innocent II, Privilegium pro ecclesia SS. Petri et Ursi Augustensi, PL 179:0855A-0856A. 
181 Papone and Vallet, 250-254. 



 
90 

institution distinct from the cathedral, from at least 1136.182  In that year, Guido, bishop 

of Ivrea, a former secular canon of St. Ursus, made two contributions; in the 1130s, 

Bishop Herbert approved a transfer of water rights; in 1138, not long before his death, 

Bishop Herbert himself donated a vineyard and outbuildings ―for the remedy of his 

soul;‖183 and in 1141, the new archbishop of Tarentaise, Israel, and the new bishop of 

Aosta, Armmanus, approved of the donation of the church of St. Stephen at Gressan to 

the new college of regular canons.184  Thus, according to charter evidence, the canons of 

St. Ursus began to attract donations to their communal property.  They received these 

donations as a separate entity from the cathedral, exercising the rights granted in the 

papal bull of Innocent II in 1133, and reconfirmed in three additional papal bulls.  

 

Arnulf Becomes Bishop (c. 1151-1158) 

 Around 1151, Prior Arnulf became bishop of Aosta and so could use his new 

position to reinforce the material benefices of the cathedral.  Arnulf began his episcopate 

much as he had begun his tenure as prior, with a flurry of papal appeals; these appeals 

resulted in two papal bulls from Eugenius III.  The first bull, dated January 15, 1152, 

attested to by sources outside the Aosta valley, confirms papal protection and recognition 

of the possessions of the cathedral of Aosta (described in detail) as well as concessions to 

                                                 
182 The charter evidence is based on a cartulary compiled in the fifteenth century in which the criteria for 

inclusion are not known.  Other charters may have been drafted in the twelfth century that were not 

included.  I am reasonably convinced of the accuracy of the fifteenth-century cartulary. 

183 ―pro remedio anime sue.‖  Zanolli, Cartulaire, no. 579, 265. 
184 Papone and Vallet, 248-249. 
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the cathedral from the count of Savoy.185  The second bull exists only as a copy in the 

thirteenth-century cartulary of the bishop of Aosta.  In this bull, which is not dated, but 

was probably written between 1150 and 1152, Pope Eugenius III approves Arnulf‘s 

request to revoke the alienation of ―ecclesiastical things‖ (rerum ecclesiasticarum) 

undertaken by previous bishops.186  As the new bishop, Arnulf immediately set matters 

straight at the cathedral, obtaining papal approval to revoke the actions of his episcopal 

predecessors.  

 At the same time, Bishop Arnulf corrected wrongs that the cathedral canons had 

perpetrated against the regular canons of St. Ursus.  A document authored by Bishop 

Arnulf in 1152 confirms that tensions had indeed existed between the canons of St. Ursus 

and the cathedral and had existed over the last twenty years.  These tensions were the 

probable reason for Arnulf‘s repeated papal appeals.  Now, as bishop, he expresses his 

desire for peace: 

That which concerns peace and upholds the unity of concord, is provided 

for by us who are seen to lead the holy church of God and who ought to 

administer persevering diligence toward her advance.187  

 

As bishop, Arnulf asserts his responsibility to act as a peacemaker in Aosta.  To 

accomplish this peace, Arnulf, together with the cathedral canons, resolves to 

                                                 
185 Eugenius III, Augustensis Ecclesiae Privilegia Confirmat (1152), PL 180:1497-1498D. 
186 J.-A. Duc dates the entry to 1150 by internal references, but the document itself remains undated.  Duc 

states that the manuscript is in poor condition and several passages are unreadable, thus his transcription 

completes phrases according to language commonly found in such documents.  J.-A. Duc, Cartulaire de 

l’évêché d’Aoste, 24-25.  Paul Kehr dates this bull to 1152, the same as the other bull of Eugenius III 

addressed to Arnulf.  Paulus Pridolinus Kehr, Italia Pontifica, vol. 6 (Berlin: Schöppel-Druck, 1914), 159.  

Both bulls of Eugenius III appear are listed under the year 1152 in Philip Jaffé, Regesta Pontificum 

Romanorum, vol. 2 (Lipsiae: Veit et Comp, 1888), 76. 
187 ―Quod ad pacem spectat et concordiae fovet unitatem providendum nobis est qui videmur sanctae Dei 

ecclesiae praeesse et eius provectui debemus perseverantem adhibere diligentiam.‖  Papone and Vallet, 

256. 
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reverse the repeated injuries suffered by the canons of St. Ursus:  ―our wish is the 

resolution and universal concession of the chapter of Aosta [cathedral canons], 

that the church of St. Ursus, frequently burdened, formerly sustained injuries 

irregularly done.‖188  Arnulf implies that these injuries were perpetrated against 

the church of St. Ursus by the cathedral canons; at least, it was within the power 

of the cathedral canons, and of Arnulf as bishop, to correct the wrongs suffered by 

the regulars.  Note also, that Arnulf himself, now bishop, reverts to naming St. 

Ursus the sole patron saint of the regulars.   

 Arnulf neither provides details of the grievances suffered by the regular 

canons, nor directly names the people who perpetrated the wrongs against the 

regulars.  But in his discussion of the resolution—the transfer of property to the 

canons of St. Ursus—Arnulf announces the resignation of Boson, provost of the 

cathedral, to become a regular canon of St. Ursus: 

Clearly, with provost Boson having entered the cloister of St. Ursus and 

having professed the regular life, I, Bishop Arnulf, concede to the regular 

canons of St. Ursus, so that the possessions of their community [St. Ursus] 

be conceded and bestowed to the sole regulation of the prior and of his 

chapter, with the oversight of the provosts laid to rest.189    

 

                                                 
188 ―Voluntas ergo nostra est et consilium et communis capituli Augustensis concessio ut quod inordinate 

factum, ecclesia Sancti Ursi multocies gravata quondam sustinuit.‖ Papone and Vallet, 256. 
189 ―Sane Bosone praeposito, claustrum Sancti Ursi ingresso et vitam regularem professo, ego Arnulfus 

episcopus concedo canonicis regularibus Sancti Ursi ut possessiones suae communitatis in sola ordinatione 

prioris et sui capituli sopita praepositorum censura concedantur et tribuantur.‖  Papone and Vallet, 256.  

Another possible translation for ―censura‖ is an ecclesiastical censure of Boson.  In the twelfth-century 

constitution of the Augustinian canons at Marbach the phrase ―…It is necessary to reproach the disobedient 

ones by canonical censure and to call forth the obedient ones to better things by exhorting.‖ 
(―…inobedientes canonica censura corripere et obedientes hortando ad meliora valeat provocare‖) suggests 

that the word ―censura‖ used in the 1152 Aostan document could also be an ecclesiastical censure or 

punishment. Josef Seigwart, Die Consuetudines des Augustiner-Chorherrenstiftes Marbach im Elsass 

(Freiburg: Universitätsverlag Freiburg Schweiz, 1965), 191. 
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As bishop, Arnulf finally accomplished the transfer from the cathedral of the 

material possessions belonging to the canons of St. Ursus.  No longer would the 

provosts of the cathedral have control over the benefices of the regular canons.  It 

is not clear how Provost Boson‘s profession of the regular life was tied to the 

transfer of the material possessions of St. Ursus.  But it is clear that Boson‘s 

transition to the regular life would entail the surrender of his benefices to the 

communal property of the regular canons.  His conversion would have been a 

major loss to the cathedral and a victory for the canons of St. Ursus.  Thus the 

resignation of Boson and the transfer of the property to the canons of St. Ursus 

settled matters, at least temporarily, between the two communities. 

 If we continue reading the 1152 document, we see that the transfer of property 

included the transfer of keys from the cathedral canons to the canons of St. Ursus:  

Also, the prior [of St. Ursus], by the counsel of his chapter shall choose 

one of his brothers and he should establish the same brother as a key-

bearer, strictly removed from all prelates.190 

 

The reassignment of the keys from the cathedral to a key-bearer chosen from among the 

canons of St. Ursus was obviously practical; but this action was also symbolic in that it 

acknowledged the autonomy of the regular canons.  The canons of St. Ursus finally had 

full control over their possessions.  Bishop Arnulf dictates that the keys be safely stored 

away from all prelates (bishops or other powerful ecclesiastical dignitaries), suggesting 

that the cathedral canons remained a potential threat to the regulars.  The fact that it took 

                                                 
190 ―Prior quoque consilio sui capituli unum de suis fratribus eligat et eundem remota omnium praelatorum 

districtione, clavigerum statuat.‖ Papone and Vallet, 256. 
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twenty years for these possessions to be fully surrendered to the regular canons explains 

Bishop Herbert and Prior Arnulf‘s multiple appeals to the papacy on the canons‘ behalf. 

 Thus, the year 1152 and the bishopric of Arnulf mark the end of a significant 

stage in the regularization of the canons of St. Ursus.  Prior Arnulf had fought a long, 

hard battle to re-form a group of secular canons into regular canons.  As we shall see in 

chapter two, this battle also involved words and images carved in marble.  Arnulf‘s 

repeated appeals to the pope reveal his dedicated advocacy for his canons.  The need for 

so many appeals illustrates the lack of efficacy the papal privileges actually had to 

achieve change in this small town in the Alps, a place where the pope was not actually 

present.  While the bulls threatened excommunication, no record of excommunications 

survives.  Even after Arnulf took matters into his own hands, no excommunications took 

place.  Arnulf settled matters through the peaceful, formal transfer of possessions and 

keys to the sole control of the regulars.   

 Augustinian canons throughout Savoy were interested in the story of the 

reformation of the canons of St. Ursus.  In fact, as we have seen, the regularization of the 

canons of St. Ursus was the topic of a chapter meeting of Augustinian canons in 

Abondance around 1152.  The new prior of St. Ursus, Gunterius, was a guest speaker, 

invited to report on the process of regularization to a group of at least thirty fellow 

Augustinian canons.  The attendees eagerly interrogated Gunterius.  They were interested 

in the ―implantation of regulars‖ (religionis plantatio) at the church of the Blessed Ursus 

(ecclesia beati Ursi); the method in which the canons of St. Ursus accepted novices; and 

the role of one of their own, Bishop Herbert, ―an excellent planter of regulars,‖ (cultor 
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religionis praecipuus) in Aosta.  According to the record of this meeting, the regular 

canons of St. Ursus had grown so successfully that their fellow canons, who had 

continued to establish foundations of regular canons throughout Savoy, wanted a progress 

report. 

 Thus, the first chapter in the story of the implementation of reform at the church 

of St. Ursus ends where it began, at Abondance.  Translating the story into the medieval 

canons‘ vocabulary of reform, we would say that Bishop Herbert set out from Abondance 

to plant the regular life in Aosta, Prior Arnulf watered the seeds of reform, and then 

diligently cared for and sought papal protection for the tender seedlings.  As bishop, 

Arnulf finally secured this fertile place, outside the walls of Aosta, for the regular life to 

flourish, in spite of the tension between the two communities of Aosta canons.  Arnulf 

completed the process begun by his episcopal predecessor.  Then a new prior, Gunterius, 

returned to Abondance to testify to the successful ―implantation of regulars‖ at the church 

of St. Ursus.  The regular life in Aosta was not isolated, rather it was part of a larger 

association of reformed canons scattered throughout the county of Savoy.   

 

Conclusion  

 The brief summary of the counts of Savoy at the beginning of this chapter 

indicated that their support of reform ideals increased over time.  While Humbert II 

founded reformed monasteries, Amadeus III actually surrendered his position as lay 

abbot of St. Maurice, personally participated in the reform of St. Maurice and 

Abondance, and gave up many of his comital rights in church matters, including his right 
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to the spolia of the bishopric of Aosta.  In doing so, Amadeus heeded the warning that St. 

Anselm had given to Count Humbert not to ―trample the church.‖  The support of the 

counts and the influence of prominent church reformers, such as St. Anselm of 

Canterbury and St. Hugh of Grenoble, established a rich environment for reform to 

flourish in Savoy.  The result was not a single unified movement, but a group of loosely 

organized communities of regulars—both reformed monks and regular canons—of which 

the abbey of St. Maurice and the various communities associated with Abondance are 

only a few examples.   

 In the second part of this chapter, the story of the regularization of the canons of 

St. Ursus was unfolded in a series of documents, from Herbert‘s appeal to Pope Innocent 

II in 1133 to Arnulf‘s rise to the bishopric in 1152.  Although the impetus toward reform 

in Aosta originated in Abondance and included some elements of the regularization of St. 

Maurice, the regularization of the canons of St. Ursus differed significantly from either of 

these Savoyan examples.  Two noteworthy and interrelated characteristics of the Aosta 

reform were the efforts of the canons of St. Ursus to achieve an independent identity 

distinct from the cathedral, and the tensions with the cathedral that resulted.  Both of 

these elements—independent identity and fraternal tension—were related to material 

matters, that is, to the material possessions of the canons of St. Ursus.  

 The 1136 papal bull addressed to Prior Arnulf indicates that the canons of St. 

Ursus quickly, within only a few years, had achieved some sense of autonomy from the 

cathedral.  Arnulf, as prior, acted as an independent spokesman on behalf of the regular 

canons to the pope, rather than communicating through the bishop.  Then Arnulf himself 
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achieved papal permission for the regular canons to elect their own prior, indicating that 

the community had acquired a sufficient number of canons to warrant independence.  In 

contrast, the regular canons of St. Maurice did not elect their own religious abbot until 

almost twenty years after their reformation.  The establishment of independent elections 

was one of the first rights the new prior of St. Ursus confirmed.  Arnulf further 

established the identity of the regular canons as a distinct institution from the cathedral 

through his appeals for papal recognition, rights, and protection of their physical 

property.  Of course, at the same time, these appeals also enabled the papacy to gain 

power at a time when the role of the pope was itself in transition.    

 The material property of the new community of regular canons was a source of 

tension with the canons of the cathedral.  Arnulf‘s multiple petitions to a series of popes 

indicate conflict between the secular and regular canons.  The papal bulls identify the 

mother church—the cathedral—as a threat to the property of the nascent canons.  We see 

the confirmation of this conflict when Arnulf, as bishop, acknowledged the need for 

peace, and finally transferred the regular canons‘ possessions, and keys, to the sole 

ownership of the canons of St. Ursus and their prior.   

 Much of the story of the regular canons‘ struggle for autonomy resulted in tension 

over material assets.  In this respect, the process of regularization at St. Ursus echoes that 

of St. Maurice.  The traces evident in texts suggest that it took almost twenty years for the 

canons of St. Ursus to gain complete control over their possessions.  The wealth of the 

community must have been extensive, for the regular canons financed the construction of 

their own cloister filled with marble sculpture at an early stage in the process of reform. 
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 In the context of this tension over material assets and struggle for autonomy, 

Arnulf reformulated the identity of the regular canons by adding St. Peter as co-titular of 

their college.  This onomastical change joined the identity of the regular canons to the 

power of St. Peter and the validation of the papacy.  This connection to St. Peter echoes 

Arnulf‘s repeated appeals to the papacy on behalf of the canons and suggests an urgent 

need to establish their autonomy and protection.  When Arnulf linked the prince of 

apostles to the fledgling college of regulars, he reinforced the model of the apostolic 

lifestyle that the canons of St. Ursus followed.  The connection to the sacred power of the 

apostles and of the papacy would be invoked any time anyone spoke the new name 

associated with the college and the church.  Thus, Arnulf elevated the identity of the 

regular canons.  No longer were they identified by a merely local patron; now the regular 

canons also claimed a universal saint that compared with the patrons of the cathedral, the 

Virgin Mary and John the Baptist.  As we shall see in chapter 2, the canons‘ identification 

with St. Peter was reified in the cloister sculpture so as to empower the regular canons 

who experienced this struggle for autonomy.  After Arnulf, as bishop, had resolved the 

tension between the cathedral canons and the canons of St. Ursus, he reverted to the 

practice of associating the regular canons solely with their local saint, Ursus.191  Thus, the 

power of the saints mediated the social and political tensions that accompanied 

regularization. 

                                                 
191 In the next chapter, I discuss the rewriting of the vita of St. Ursus to embed St. Peter into the ancient, 

sacred history of Aosta itself as the former titular of the church.   
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 The spiritual dimension of reform is strangely absent in the textual sources.  Of 

course, the texts discussed in this chapter contain a thoroughly religious vocabulary, but 

very little of the actual content relates to the changes enacted in the spiritual lives of the 

regular canons.  There is no mention of their vows of chastity, communal life, or 

dedication to a mixed life of prayer and good works.  The documents do not speak of 

reinstating the daily office (as was dictated in the 1128 regularization at St. Maurice).  

The St. Ursus documents tell us little about the spiritual motivations or religious ideals of 

Herbert, Arnulf, and the regular canons themselves; we do not find an expression of how 

they envisioned their relationship with the secular canons of the cathedral.   

 In the next three chapters, I discuss the sculpture in the cloister of St. Ursus as 

evidence of a spiritual dimension of reform.  I examine the local and biblical stories that 

influenced the bishop and the regular canons during this difficult transition.  These 

stories, carved in marble, remain in the cloister, testifying still to how the canons of St. 

Ursus formulated their spiritual identity and restructured their social relationships at the 

implementation of reform.   
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CHAPTER II 

 

Material Matters and Local Stories:  

Prior Arnulf and St. Ursus 

 

 

―With various marbles sculptures,  

this building is appropriately adorned and harmoniously arranged.‖192 

 

- Inscription in the cloister of St. Ursus 

 

 Human beings make sense of their lives through stories.  Those who see and hear 

stories of the lives of others can imagine their own stories and make decisions that shape 

their lived narratives.  The stories of others—real or imagined—serve as models to 

emulate or as cautionary tales of what to avoid.193  In the Middle Ages, inspirational 

narratives primarily appeared in the Bible and the lives of saints.  These stories did not 

end at death, rather temporal life formed a prelude to an eternal narrative.  Thus, many 

medieval stories mixed temporal and spiritual matters, imbuing purpose and meaning into 

the complexities of religious life.   

 The handful of extant documents discussed in chapter one above does not provide 

a satisfying story of how reform was realized in Aosta.  The history of the regular canons 

themselves—how they envisioned their new religious lives and how they expressed their 

                                                 
192 ―Marmoribus variis haec est distincta decenter, fabrica nec minus disposita convenienter.‖  Inscription 

on twelfth-century sculpted capital number 25 in the cloister of St. Ursus, Aosta.   
193 Recent research by Antonio Damasio supports the primacy of stories to human existence.  Damasio is a 

behavioral neurologist at the University of Southern California and director of the Brain and Creativity 

Institute.  His research on the mind and stories will appear in his upcoming book Self Comes to Mind.  A 

brief overview of his research appears at:  

http://www.usc.edu/programs/neuroscience/faculty/profile.php?fid=27.  Accessed on September 10, 2010.  

Discussion of his work, ―Our Storied Lives:  The Quest for ―Something More,‖ was broadcast on National 

Public Radio by Jon Hamilton on August 30, 2010 

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=129471712.  Accessed on September 10, 2010. 
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ideas about reform—is largely lost.  Only a few names and documents have survived.  

Yet within the architectural space expressly designed to accommodate their communal 

life, fragments of the past survive in the form of historiated capitals.  The twelfth-century 

sculptures that remain in situ in the cloister of St. Ursus are visual narratives that 

illuminate how the first generation of regular canons envisioned their new lives and their 

relationship with their brothers, the cathedral canons.  

 Pascal Boyer, a scholar of the cognitive theory of religion, briefly discusses the 

role of material culture in the transmission of religious representations, asserting that art 

serves to stabilize religious transmission.  The ―material token‖ of art transforms 

narratives of the past into a tangible form that communicates to the present and 

beyond.194  The stories carved in marble in the Aosta cloister are examples of the past 

made tangible, both for the twelfth-century canons and for us today.  

 The stories carved on the cloister capitals would have been especially vivid to the 

canons because historiated capitals—capitals carved with narratives or figures in relief, 

such as those in the cloister in Aosta—did not exist before the eleventh century.  This 

new form of sculpture appeared in France during the revival of monumental stone 

sculpture beginning slowly around the year 1000 and subsequently spread throughout 

western Europe.195  While foliate capitals existed during the Roman era, no Roman 

                                                 
194 Pascal Boyer, The Naturalness of Religious Ideas: A Cognitive Theory of Religion (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1994), 259-260.  For one example see, Giles Constable also stresses the 

value of non-verbal sources like art, architecture, and music. Giles Constable, The Reformation of the 

Twelfth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 39. 
195 ―The phenomenon of the decline of monumental sculpture in stone at the end of Antiquity and its 

‗rebirth‘ in the eleventh century remains one of the least understood processes in the history of 
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precedent existed for figural or narrative capital sculpture.196  Thus, the historiated 

capitals in Aosta were a radically new medium of communication when the medieval 

canons, or the patrons of the sculpture, chose conceived of the decoration of their new 

cloister.  These stories in stone would have been visually captivating.197   

The medieval understanding of corporeal vision shaped the canons‘ experience of 

this new medium.  In contrast to the modern scientific understanding of the eye as a mere 

instrument of sight, the medieval concept of sight was performative.  Corporeal vision 

was believed to be the result of a ray of light literally traveling between the seen object 

and the eye, either to or from the eye itself.198  This pre-modern physics of vision held 

that sight physically connected the viewer to the object.199  Thus, it is reasonable to 

suppose that for the medieval canons seeing was a ―connective and embodied‖
 

                                                                                                                                                 
Romanesque sculpture.‖  Kathryn Horste, Cloister Design and Monastic Reform in Toulouse: The 

Romanesque Sculpture of La Daurade (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 4, n. 10. 
196 Scholars have taken for granted that the historiated capital was the obvious next step in the development 

of the sculpted capital after the revival of the Roman foliate capital, even though this same transition did 

not occur anywhere in the ancient Mediterranean.  Linda Seidel, Legends in Limestone: Lazarus, 

Gislebertus, and the Cathedral of Autun (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1999), 

113. 

197 The first capitals with biblical stories and other scenes appear in the cloister of Moissac around 1100; 

the capitals once in the church at Cluny date to the same time period.  Rolf Toman, ed., Romanesque 

(Cologne: Könemann, 1997), 256, 262.  The historiated capitals in the cloister of La Daurade (Cluny), 

Saint-Étienne (regular canons), and Saint-Sernin (regular canons), were all created between 1100 and 1140.  

Horste, 5.   
198 In sermons, Augustine marvels at the speed of these rays and the tangible nature of corporeal sight: ―In 

this very body which we carry around with us, I find something whose inexpressible swiftness astonishes.  

What is this? The ray from our eye with which we touch whatever we behold.  For what you see, you touch 

with the ray of your eye. (―In hoc ipso corpore, quod gestamus, invenio aliquid, cujus ineffabilem mirer 

celeritatem. Quid est hoc? Radius oculi nostri, quo tangimus quidquid cernimus. Quod enim vides, oculi tui 

radio contingis.‖) Augustine, Sermo 277, PL 38:1262.  See also, Seeing the Invisible in Late Antiquity and 

the Early Middle Ages, ed., Giselle de Nie, Karl F. Morrison, and Marco Mostert (Turnhout: Brepols, 

2005). 
199 Margaret Miles, ―Vision: The Eye of the Body and the Eye of the Mind in Saint Augustine's De 

Trinitate and Confessions,‖ in Journal of Religion, 63.2 (1983): 127. 
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experience, similar to our sense of touch.200  When the canons saw the stories represented 

in the cloister‘s marble capitals, the mere act of looking involved a tangible point of 

contact between the canons and the sculpture—an embodied experience that could touch 

the inner regions of their souls.201   

 In this chapter, I discuss two of these sculpted narratives in the cloister.  They 

explicitly relate to the religious life of the medieval canons of St. Ursus: a local story of 

the ordination of the first prior of the college of St. Ursus and the story of St. Ursus 

himself.  I propose that the newly regularized canons intentionally adopted these stories 

to make sense of their lives as regular canons.  Not only did they imagine their own 

stories in terms of those of St. Ursus, but they also depicted the ordination of their own 

prior among capitals representing the sacred past.  The material nature of these visual 

                                                 
200 Robert S. Nelson, ed., Visuality Before and Beyond the Renaissance: Seeing as Others Saw 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 4-6.  Even as late as 1435, Leon Battista Alberti stated 

that ―ministers of vision….move rapidly with great power…until they encounter something dense or 

opaque where their points strike and instantly stick.‖ According to Descartes, ―it is the brain and the soul, 

not the eye that produces cognition.‖ To Descartes, the eye was an unfeeling organ that distanced the 

viewer from the object viewed, thereby ―turning the heavens into the sky.‖ Nelson, 5-6. 
201 Material objects were experienced as bridges between the material and immaterial, the visible and 

invisible.  Herbert Kessler, Spiritual Seeing: Picturing God's Invisibility in Medieval Art (Philadelphia:  

University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), 104.  The Augustinian canon Richard of St. Victor (d. 1173) 

discusses four modes of vision corresponding to the four levels of scriptural exegesis—two are external and 

corporeal, two internal and spiritual (―Quatuor sunt visionum modi, ex quibus duo sunt intra, et duo foris. 

Duo sunt corporales, duo sunt spirituals).  The first mode corresponds to Augustine‘s first mode, simply 

seeing the ―figures and colors of visible things‖ (―figuras et colores rerum visibilium videmus‖).  The 

second mode begins with the outward appearance but ―inside contains the great strength of mystical 

significance‖ (―intus magna mysticae significationis virtus continetur‖).  The higher third mode is similar to 

the second, when the eyes of the heart through the Holy Spirit discover the truth of invisible things through 

the illumination of visible things (―animus per Spiritum sanctum illuminatus formalibus rerum visibilium 

similitudinibus, et imaginibus praesentatis quasi quibusdam figuris et signis ad invisibilium ducitur 

cognitionem‖).  The final and highest mode is entirely spiritual without the mediation of visible forms 

(“cum spiritus humanus per internam aspirationem subtiliter ac suaviter tactus nullis mediantibus rerum 

visibilium figuris sive qualitatibus spiritualiter erigitur ad coelestium contemplationem‖).  Richard of St. 

Victor, Apocalypsim Joannis Libri Septem, PL 196:686-687. 
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narratives ensured that these stories would be continually present, permanently shaping 

the communal place at the heart of their college—the cloister.   

 

The Cloister 

 The regular life implies a material enclosure.  As discussed in the introduction, 

the cloister itself was an enclosure that symbolized a common life modeled on that of the 

apostles.  Cloisters, however, did not have to take the form of the one at Aosta.  A villa or 

other structure could provide a place for regulars to live together.202  Twelfth-century 

cloisters certainly did not have to contain sculpture.  Yet the cloister of St. Ursus is filled 

with remarkable historiated capitals, the majority of which were carved not in the local 

grey marble found in the valley, but in white marble brought from a great distance at a 

considerable expense.  Given the rarity of such a phenomenal undertaking in Savoy, I 

suggest that the regular canons of St. Ursus intentionally chose to include narrative 

sculptures that helped them imagine their regularized lives and their relationship with the 

secular canons at the cathedral, by using stories from the sacred past.   

 The addition of the cloistral complex to the church of St. Ursus‘ south side was 

the most obvious evidence of reform in Aosta.  Prior to the arrival of Bishop Herbert, 

renovations of the material fabric of the cathedral and of the church of St. Ursus were 

                                                 
202 The commencement of the common life required places for the regulars to sleep, eat, and pray together. 

Implementation of reform and communal life in southern France, however, did not always involve the 

construction of a cloister and conventual spaces.  Only a few cathedrals built cloisters due to the 

introduction of the common life in the eleventh century.  The Romanesque cloisters conserved in southern 

France date to the twelfth century, much later than the implementation of reform.  Only in Arles is the 

construction of the first gallery of the cloister simultaneous with regularization.  Yves Esquieu, ―Les 

constructions canoniales des chapitres cathédraux du sillon rhodanien et du littorial méditerranéen du temps 

de la Réforme grégorienne,‖ Le monde des chanoines (XI
e
 - XIV

e
 s.), Cahiers de Fanjeaux 24 (Toulouse: 

Privat, 1989): 151, 154, 162. 
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equally distributed.  When clerestory frescos were added to the cathedral in the eleventh 

century, similar frescos were added at the church of St. Ursus.  When Bishop Anselm 

enlarged the cathedral, he also made extensive additions to St. Ursus.  But no additions 

were made to the cathedral in the 1130s when the cloistral complex and its extensive 

array of sculpted capitals were created.  The tremendous monetary and artistic investment 

in the fabric of the cloister of St. Ursus and its adornment with over forty sculpted 

capitals thus testify to the importance of reform in Aosta.   

 The marble capitals themselves address to the appropriateness of the sculptures 

adorning the cloister.  Capital 25, on the west end of the south arcade, is inscribed with 

the poem, ―With various marble [sculptures], this building is appropriately adorned and 

[not less] harmoniously arranged.‖  (MARMORIBUS VARIIS HAEC EST DISTINCTA 

DECENTER FABRICA NEC MINUS DISPOSITA CONVENIENTER) (fig. 9).  These 

words prove intentionality in the sculptural arrangement.  Art historian Ilene H. Forsyth 

states that the medieval cloister was the place where those who commissioned art and 

those who consumed art were most closely related.203  Such was the case in Aosta.  The 

intimacy of the cloister ensured that the regular canons could deeply engage the art that 

populated their daily lives.  Three capitals particularly demonstrate a visual vocabulary of 

reform created specifically for, and possibly designed by, the first generation of canons.  

A fourth capital testifies to the beginning of the regular life ―in this cloister‖ (in hoc 

claustro).  

                                                 
203  Ilene H. Forsyth quoted by Elizabeth Sears in Reading Medieval Images: The Art Historian and the 

Object (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2002), xv.  Forsyth makes this statement about medieval 

canons and sculpture in general.  
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Capital 36-In Hoc Claustro  

 The story of the regularization of the canons of St. Ursus began in 1133.  This 

very date is inscribed on capital 36, located near the southeast corner of the south arcade 

(fig. 10).  The capital is adorned on all four sides with a leaf pattern interspersed with 

decorative bands.  An inscription around the top of the capital begins on the north side, 

and reads from left to right: ―In the year from the incarnation of the Lord 1133, in this 

cloister, the regular life was begun‖ (ANNO AB INCARNA / TIO[N]E D[OMI]NI 

M
o
C

o
XXX

o
 / III

o
 IN H[O]C CLA[U]STRO REGULAR[I]S / VITA INCEPTA EST).  

Designed to fit around the top of the capital, the date is not an afterthought; it is not 

scribbled onto the sculpture‘s base or hidden.  Scholars have proposed various 

interpretations of this inscription.  It is not clear if 1133 corresponds to the date when 

construction of the cloister began, the dedication of the completed cloister, or simply to 

the inception of regular life.204  As I have argued above, the date inscribed on this capital 

refers to the date of the regularization of the canons as well as a beginning point for the 

conception of the cloister sculpture.205   

 Although scholars use the inscription to date the cloister sculpture, the first 

generation of medieval canons—the primary audience for the sculpture—would have 

seen this inscription as a tangible reminder of a specific time and place for the inception 

                                                 
204 Sandra Barberi, ―Il chiostro,‖ Sant’Orso di Aosta: il complesso monumentale, vol. 1, (Aosta: Tipografia 

Valdostana, 2001), 58; Kingsley Porter, Lombard Architecture, vol. 2 (New York: Hacker Art Books, 

1967), 58; and Paolo Papone, Teologia pastorale e iconologia: l’interpretazione del chiostro romanico di 

Sant’Orso in Aosta (Rome: Pontificia Universita Lateranense Pontificio Instituto Pastorale Redemptor 

Hominis, 2009) (publication pending), 112. 
205 See discussion on dating and patronage of the sculpture in the introduction to this dissertation. 
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of regular life.  Reform was not an abstract concept: actual people vowed to give up their 

private possessions and live chaste lives in community in the year 1133 in Aosta.  Others 

made commitments to submit their private possessions to the college at their deaths.  This 

date, inscribed in stone, marked a significant turning point in the lives of the canons of St. 

Ursus.  The date of the reformation of the community was carved in stone as a reminder 

of this momentous event for the medieval present and beyond. 

 The words of the inscription directly connect the regular life to the cloister.  

Generally, the word claustrum was used both in the broad sense of the cloistered way of 

life and in a narrower sense to designate the architectural enclosure where monks or 

regular canons lived out their lives.  Placed on a capital decorating the material cloister, 

this inscription links together both senses of claustrum, the architectural structure and the 

common life that took place there.  The inscription on capital 36 ―in this cloister‖ (in hoc 

claustro) and the inscription on capital 25 in the quotation above, ―various marbles‖ 

(marmoribus variis), as well as the very fabric (fabrica) of the cloister, together 

emphasize the material nature of the cloister.  The two inscriptions read in tandem 

emphasize the integration of material matter and place with the regular life.  

 

Capital 35-Benedicit Priorem 

 Capital 35, located directly west of capital 36 in the south arcade, tells the story of 

the inauguration of the regular life ―in this cloister,‖ by representing the ritual blessing of 

the first prior of the new community (fig. 11).  The image of this ceremonial blessing—a 

social drama carved in stone—established the new community with respect to local 
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reformers and holy heroes from the sacred past.  The twelfth-century bishop, Herbert; St. 

Augustine in the role of bishop; the first prior of the college of St. Ursus, Arnulf; St. 

Peter; and St. Ursus himself, all figure prominently in the ritual figured on capital 35.  

The sculptural narrative of the blessing stands as a material witness to the regular life that 

began in 1133. 

 Beginning with the scene facing west and continuing counter-clockwise around 

the capital, the first figure is Bishop Herbert (ARBERTUS EP[ISCOPU]S), the 

Augustinian canon from Abondance who became bishop of Aosta around 1133 (fig. 12).  

In the sculpture, he wears a crown-miter and ornate vestments; he points toward St. 

Augustine with his right hand while holding a crosier and an open book in his left.  The 

words in the book, ―he blesses the prior‖ (BENEDICIT PRIORE[M]), direct our attention 

to Augustine‘s blessing of Arnulf on the south and east faces of the capital. 

 Although Herbert is a prominent figure in the sculpture, the action of the 

sculptural narrative is Augustine‘s blessing of Arnulf (fig. 13).  The focal figure facing 

the cloister walk is ―Saint Augustine the bishop‖ (S[AN]C[TU]S AUGUSTINUS 

EPISCOPUS).  Dressed in the same vestments as Herbert, Augustine also holds a crosier 

in his left hand symbolizing his episcopal office.  With his right hand, Augustine clasps 

the hands of Arnulf, who bows before him.  Although Augustine is identified as a ―saint‖ 

(S[AN]C[TU]S), he has no nimbus; thus the sculpture emphasizes his role as bishop in 

the blessing of Arnulf.   

 This image of Augustine contains elements that are unique to Aosta.  His ornate 

vestments, fancy shoes, and miter-crown are not standard in the medieval iconography of 
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Augustine.  The miter-crown is especially unusual; I am aware of no other depictions of 

such a miter-crown except in the Aosta cloister sculpture.206  However, the vestments, 

crosier, and miter-crown of Augustine correspond exactly with the vestments worn by 

Bishop Herbert on the same capital: it may be that Augustine‘s attire is that of a local 

twelfth-century Aostan bishop, perhaps even the same type of vestments that Bishop 

Herbert wore during the rituals establishing Arnulf as the college‘s first prior.  The 

sculpture of Augustine wearing the same vestments as Bishop Herbert, the Augustinian 

bishop who initiated reform in Aosta, connects the regular Augustinian canons of St. 

Ursus with the dignity and stature of Augustine himself.    

 As bishop, Augustine is the principal actor in the sculptural narrative of the 

blessing.  According to an eleventh-century Aostan pontifical, after the prayer of blessing 

at the ordination of a priest, the bishop takes ―the oil and makes the sign of the cross upon 

both hands [of the one being ordained] saying:  ‗Deign, Lord, to consecrate and to 

sanctify these hands through this unction and our blessing, so that whomever they 

consecrate, will be consecrated, and whomever they bless, will be blessed and will be 

made holy.‘‖207 The local bishop—in this case Herbert—usually performed this rite of 

                                                 
206 The same type of crowns the bishops wear in this sculpture appear elsewhere in the cloister sculptures, 

worn by: the infant Christ, the three kings at the Nativity, and King David.  This implies that the crowns 

signify a combination of religious and secular authority.  I have found no other examples of this type of 

crown in medieval iconography.   
207 ―Expleta oratione accipiens oleum facit crucem super manus ambas dicens: consecrare et sanctificare 

digneris, domine, manus istas per istam unctionem et nostram benedictionem, ut quaecumque 

consecrarerint consecrentur, et quaecumque benedixerint benedicantur et sanctificentur.‖ Robert Amiet 

Pontifical Augustanum: Le pontifical du XIe siècle de la bibliothéque capitulaire d’Aoste (Aosta: Typo-

Offset Musumeci, 1975), 83.  The Pontifical Augustanum does not mention a rite of ordination for a prior.   
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ordination.208  In the sculpture, however, the fourth-century bishop of Hippo replaces 

the twelfth-century bishop of Aosta.  Augustine, not Herbert, blesses the hands of Arnulf.  

Thus, Augustine, the founder of their ―order,‖ and author of their rule, actively 

participates across time in the implementation of reform in Aosta.   

 In this scene, Arnulf is clearly identified by the inscription over his back: ―Arnulf, 

who is made the first prior‖ (ARNULFUS QUI REDDIT[UR] PRIM[US] PRIOR) (fig. 

14).209  Bowing before a bishop is both an element of a ceremonial blessing210 and a 

gesture of reverence acknowledging the greater status of the bishop.211  Arnulf‘s 

reverent figure extends beyond the frame between Augustine, on the south face of the 

capital, and St. Ursus, on the east face.  At the same time, Arnulf is both presented by St. 

Ursus and blessed by Augustine.  Arnulf, the first Augustinian prior of the college of St. 

Ursus, is the focus of the actions of both Augustine and St. Ursus.   

 Arnulf himself may have been alive when this sculpture of his blessing was 

created in the mid-twelfth-century.  As discussed in chapter one, Arnulf was the recipient 

of a papal bull of Innocent II as the prior of St. Ursus in 1135 and he served as bishop of 

Aosta from 1152 until his death in 1159.  Arnulf and Bishop Herbert were both 

Augustinian canons.  They may have even known each other at Abondance before 

                                                 
208 Andre Vauchez, ed., Encyclopedia of the Middle Ages, trans. Adrian Walford, (Cambridge: J. Clarke, 

2000), 283. 
209 The translation of this inscription is troublesome.  In my transcription, the word REDDIT appears with 

no abbreviation, agreeing with Kingsley Porter‘s transcription.  Kingsley Porter, Lombard Architecture, 

vol. 2, 58.  Yet Robert Berton transcribes this word as REDDITUR.  Robert Berton, Les chapiteaux de 

cloître de Saint-Ours (Novara: De Agostini, 1954), 97.  In order to make sense of the inscription I too have 

come to the conclusion that the TUR must have been intended.  
210 Amiet, Pontifical Augustanum, 80.  
211 J. A. Burrow, Gesture and Looks in Medieval Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2002), 27-28.  
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arriving in Aosta.  Given Arnulf‘s lengthy tenure as prior of St. Ursus and his rise to the 

bishopric in Aosta, he himself likely determined the content of this capital, choosing his 

induction as prior as a defining moment in the inauguration of regular life at St. Ursus.  

Arnulf envisioned himself as the focus of a ritual that summoned together Herbert, St. 

Augustine, St. Peter, and the local St. Ursus, to participate in this moment memorialized 

forever in marble.  The sculpture ensured Arnulf‘s legacy in the reformation of the 

college.   

On the other side of the prior, the nimbus-clad Saint Ursus (S[AN]C[TU]S 

URSUS) participates in the blessing of Arnulf by laying his hands on Arnulf‘s back and 

arm (fig. 15).  According to the eleventh-century Aosta pontifical, the laying on of hands 

is an element in the ordination of a priest.  When the candidate bows before the bishop, 

both the bishop and the other priests place their hands on his head and pray ―the blessing 

of the holy spirit‖ upon him.212  Yet, since St. Ursus places his hands on Arnulf‘s back 

and not on his head, the symbolism of this gesture is unclear.  It is clear, however, that 

the presence of St. Ursus is important.  His figure fills the east side of the capital, where 

he stands dressed in his simple vestments.  Gazing at the viewer, the figure of St. Ursus 

draws viewers in to witness the blessing.  Notably, it is Ursus who conveys his spiritual 

power by the imposition of hands, even though Augustine performs the blessing.213  St. 

Ursus is tonsured and wears a nimbus—like St. Peter, depicted on the same capital—

linking the co-titulars of the college.  Unlike St. Peter, however, St. Ursus is actually 

                                                 
212 ―benedictionem sancti spiritus.‖ Amiet, Pontifical Augustanum, 80. 
213 Donald Attwater, ed. Catholic Dictionary (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1941), 262.   
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engaged in the ritual blessing.  The inclusion of their local saint in the depiction of this 

ceremony imbues the foundation of the regular canons with sanctity from Aosta‘s sacred 

past. 

The next figure, facing the cloister garth, is ―Saint Peter, Apostle‖ (S[AN]C[TU]S 

PETRUS APO[STO]L[U]S (fig. 16).  St. Peter stands alone holding an enormous set of 

keys in his right hand and gesturing toward St. Ursus with both arms.  The appearance of 

St. Peter on this capital is the material manifestation of his inclusion as co-titular of the 

church of St. Ursus in the documentation related to reform discussed in chapter one.  The 

canons‘ identification with St. Peter, in word and image, clearly links Aosta to Rome and 

papal reforming efforts. 

On the capital sculpture, St. Peter is not an integral part of the ordination of the 

new prior.  St. Peter may be a powerful link to the papacy and reform, but he does not 

actively participate in the local ceremony.  If the orientation of the capital has retained its 

original orientation, St. Peter stands alone, facing the cloister garth, not visible from the 

gallery.  Priority of place in the performance of the blessing is Bishop Augustine‘s, rather 

than St. Peter‘s.  Moreover, it is St. Ursus who presents prior Arnulf to Augustine.  St. 

Peter was a universal saint.  St. Ursus, however, was local; he could offer the canons 

exclusive patronage and a more accessible model of a reformed priest.  Even the posture 

and gestures of St. Peter shift toward St. Ursus, serving to transfer the attention of the 

viewer toward this local saint.  While St. Peter remains a tremendously important figure 

in the reforms taking place in Aosta, but his role is secondary to that of St. Ursus. 
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This remarkable sculpture of the blessing of Arnulf demonstrates that the 

medieval canons envisioned themselves as part of a distinguished community of saints.  

The collapse of time in this sculpture enables all actors in this sacred drama to be 

continually present.  St. Peter from the first century, St. Augustine from the fifth century, 

and St. Ursus (whom the canons believed to have lived in the sixth century) are all 

present in the twelfth century when Herbert was bishop and Arnulf was prior.  All three 

saints reach across time from the sacred past to establish the nascent college in the person 

of Arnulf.  Those living at the time of the sculpture‘s creation are depicted on the same 

stage as those who were long dead, making the dead alive in the medieval present and 

reinforcing the timelessness of reform.  Augustine, St. Ursus, St. Peter, and Herbert gaze 

at the viewers at eye level, inviting them to witness the timeless ritual that took place at 

inception of regular life in the cloister.214   

 The representation of the blessing of Arnulf on capital 35 reifies reformation 

ideals on several levels.  The presence of St. Peter visually affirms the papal role in the 

Aosta reform.  The prominent portrayal of Augustine in local vestments embodies the 

theological power of this local implementation of Augustine‘s rule.  The representation of 

Bishop Herbert in the same vestments as Augustine establishes the authority of the 

bishop with respect to the regular canons.  The participation of St. Ursus underscores his 

importance as a local model for a reformed regular canon.  Finally, in the portrayal of 

both St. Peter and St. Ursus as co-titulars, the regular canons created a pattern of reality 

                                                 
214 For the role of saints in identity formation see Amy G. Remensynder, Remembering Kings Past: 

Monastic Foundation Legends in Medieval Southern France (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995) and 

Diana Webb, Patrons and Defenders: the Saints in the Italian City-States (London and New York: Tauris 

Academic Studies, 1996).   
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that included both universal and local concerns.  St. Peter maintained the universal link to 

papal power and St. Ursus connected the canons to the sanctity and power of a local 

patron.  The depiction of Arnulf and Herbert, merely local figures, on the same stage with 

the authoritative, saintly images of Augustine, Peter, and Ursus, asserts an impressive 

foundation for the new order of regular canons.  

 

Capital 32-Sanctus Ursus 

 The blessing of Arnulf is not the only sculpture in the cloister that embodies 

reform ideals in Aosta.  The sculpted narrative on capital 32 presents the story of St. 

Ursus as a local model of the reforming ideals of charity and justice for the newly 

regularized canons (fig. 17).215  The artists portray the vita of the saint as a continuous 

narrative in six scenes, repeating the figure of the saint four times.  The first two scenes 

stand alone; the remaining four scenes tell one episode in the Life of the saint.  After an 

introduction to the sculptural and textual vitae, I discuss the sculptural vita scene-by-

scene, concentrating primarily on the first scene. 

 The sculptural vita of St. Ursus—carved in multiple levels of relief around a 

circular capital on top of a fluted, hexagonal column—stands as the largest capital in the 

cloister and thus the focal point of the south arcade.216  The figures appear as actors in a 

                                                 
215 See appendix I and II for the vita of St. Ursus.  
216 Although the placement of the sculptural vita of St. Ursus as a link between the Old Testament and New 

Testament images along the south walk is significant, I have found no significance in its location within the 

context of the conventual complex.  The rooms surrounding the cloister no longer exist.  According to a 

hypothetical reconstruction of the cloistral buildings by Paolo Papone, the sculpted vita stood between the 

entrances to the refectory and the warming room next to the kitchen.  No doorway opened directly across 

from capital 32. 
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play with the astragal—the half-round molding at the bottom of the capital—serving as a 

narrow stage.217  Depicted at eye-level, the  medieval canons could engage the images of 

their patron saint face-to-face. 

 Contemporary Latin inscriptions accompany the sculptural narrative in the form 

of tituli and a poem that fully encircles the abacus at the top of the capital.  In many 

cases, the surface of the marble is ruled with lines to guide the text as if the surface was 

parchment.  Although portions of the sculpture are damaged, the inscriptions ensure that 

each character is clearly identified.  In some cases, the words identify objects or describe 

actions.  The inscriptions ensured that the images depicting the Life of St. Ursus 

communicated clearly to each generation of regular canons.   

 In addition to the sculptural narrative, two textual versions of the vita of St. Ursus 

are extant.218  For the purposes of this chapter, I draw on the edited text of MS Farfa 29 

(BHL 8453b) published by Amato Pietro Frutaz in Rome in 1966, and on my own 

transcription of the thirteenth-century manuscript SO 7 (BHL 8453) currently in the 

archive of the College of Sts. Peter and Ursus in Aosta.219  Yet neither vita is the sole 

source for the sculpture on capital 32.  Many of the words engraved on the sculptural vita 

are not found in either version of the textual vitae; indeed, one entire scene in the 

sculptural vita—the miracle of the spring—does not exist in any extant manuscript of the 

Life of Ursus.  Instead, the sculpture combines stories preserved in texts with elements 

                                                 
217 Otto Pächt states that medieval pictorial narrative was basically a theatrical form, akin to stagecraft.  

Otto Pächt, The Rise of Pictorial Narrative (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), 32  
218 See the full discussion of the extant manuscripts of the two versions of the vitae in the dissertation 

introduction. 
219 Amato Pietro Frutaz, Le fonti per la storia della valle d’Aosta (Rome: Edizioni di storia e letteratura, 

1966), 162-167.  See appendix I for my transcription of SO7 (BHL 8453).   
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derived either from oral tradition or a source that is now lost.  The art historian Cynthia 

Hahn states that it was common for pictorial lives of saints to include elements not found 

in the earliest texts, since each version of the vita ―documents the religious experience of 

the time.‖220  Such is the case at Aosta.  The sculptural vita of St. Ursus is a material 

expression of matters uniquely related to the ―religious experience‖ of the re-formation of 

the canons of St. Ursus.    

 

Capital 32.1 Pauperes 

The sculpted vita begins on the south-east portion of the capital—easily viewed 

from the cloister walk.221  The nimbus-clad and tonsured figure of Saint Ursus 

(S[ANCTUS] URSUS) sits among ―the poor‖ (PAUP[ER]ES)222 who are depicted as 

four naked figures kneeling at his feet (fig. 18).  An unidentified object hangs over the 

heads of the poor.  With his left hand, St. Ursus makes a gesture of speech (a gesture that 

Ursus repeats three times on this capital).  The kneeling figure on the top right lifts his 

right hand to respond to the saint—as if the paupers beg and St. Ursus responds.  The 

                                                 
220 Cynthia Hahn, Portrayed on the Heart: Narrative Effect in Pictorial Lives of Saints from the Tenth 

through the Thirteenth Century (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 13. 
221 Paolo Papone asserts that the visual narrative starts with the crows (CORVI) to the left of St. Ursus 

because BHL 8453 refers to St. Ursus buying a field and harvesting only part of the field, leaving the rest 

for the poor and the birds.  Paolo Papone, Teologia pastorale, 177.  ―He bought a certain field with its 

standing crop above ground.  When the crop had come to maturity, indeed, reaping some part from it, truly, 

leaving another part for the poor and the birds … and the little birds themselves gathered to him, not as 

wild birds, but as domesticated, and they resided on his head and upon his shoulders …‖ (―Emit igitur idem 

[et] vir dei campum quondam cum segete sua desuper stante.  Qui cum ad maturitatem vinisset partem 

quidem aliquam ex eo metens partem vero alteram pauperibus et avibus…conveniebantque ad eum ipsa 

volatilia non quasi silvatica sed ut domestica et residebant super caput eius et super humeros ‖).   
222 Pauperes is a complicated term in the Middle Ages.  According to Lester Little, there was an increased 

awareness of the poor and of the need for philanthropy in the twelfth-century given the change to a 

monetary economy and the population shift to cities. Lester Little, Religious Poverty and the Profit 

Economy in Medieval Europe (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983).   
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saint holds an object, possibly a shoe, in his lap that creates a physical link between him 

and the poor.  The larger-than-life rendering of their hands draws attention to this 

charitable exchange. 

 The portrayal of St. Ursus seated223 among paupers recalls the acts of charity 

listed in his textual vitae.  The earliest extant version of the textual vitae (BHL 8453b), 

states that the saint would daily ―visit the sick, feed the needy (egentes), console the 

mournful, and seeing an angry person, he soothed his soul with many words.‖224  St. 

Ursus ―was daily concerned about alms of [for] the poor.‖225  Both passages emphasize 

the saint‘s daily and continual participation in these activities.  The copies of the later vita 

(BHL 8453) add to the saint‘s list of good deeds his involvement in ―rescuing the 

oppressed‖ (subveniebat oppressis), comforting widows and strangers, as well as caring 

for the sick, needy ones (egenos), and those that are mournful.226   

 Another mention of those in need in the vita of St. Ursus (BHL 8453) asserts that 

he never ate except in the presence of ―needy ones and orphans‖ (egenis et orfanis).  The 

author of the vita attributes this charitable deed to the ―promise of the Lord‖ quoting 

Matthew 25:34-35, ―Come, ones blessed of my father.  Secure the kingdom that was 

                                                 
223 The seated posture in which St. Ursus is represented is authoritative—bishops and kings are typically 

shown in this position with their subjects kneeling before them.  As will be discussed below, St. Ursus is 

seated in two of his four depictions on this capital.  Bishop Ploceanus, on the other side of the same capital, 

is also seated.  In fact, the chair of the saint in this first scene is more elaborate—equipped with a fancy 

diaper-patterned cushion—than the chair of Ploceanus.  Thus the saint, at the beginning of his sculpted vita, 

is depicted in an authoritative posture as an exemplar of a reformed canon showing compassion towards the 

poor in his diocese. 
224 Farfa 29 codex (BHL 8453b) ―Erant autem opera eius cotidie: visitare infirmos, alere egentes, consolare 

lugentes, vel quem irascentem videbat, multis sermonibus eius animum mitigabat.‖  Frutaz, Le fonti, 163.   
225 ―De elemosynis pauperum cotidie sollicitus erat…‖ Ibid., 164. 
226 ―Dei enim moniti auditor libentissimus; secundum vires visitabat infirmos. alebat egenos . consolabatur 

lugentes atque dolentes; Subveniebat oppressis viduasque et advenas confortabat.‖   
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prepared for you from the establishment of the world.  For I was hungry and you gave me 

to eat ... ‖227  This gospel passage does not suggest that one must always eat in the 

company of those that are hungry, but the vita attributes greater sanctity to St. Ursus by 

implying his constant presence among those in need.   

 Only BHL 8453 uses the word pauperes.  When St. Ursus buys a field, he leaves 

part of the harvest for the poor (pauperes) and for the birds.  The author recalls the words 

―of the prophet‖ in Psalm 10:14 as the scriptural foundation for the charity of St. Ursus, 

―for to you the poor person (pauper) was bequeathed, you will be a helper to the 

orphan.‖228  The psalmist assigns God as the helper of the poor, but the writer of the vita 

applies this passage instead to St. Ursus.   

 Both the sculpture and the gospel citation in the vita cast St. Ursus as a model of 

the charitable deeds advocated in Matthew 25:31-46.  Here Christ describes the acts of 

the righteous, a passage commonly referred to as the six acts of charity in the Middle 

Ages: 

For I was hungry, and you gave me to eat; I was thirsty, and you gave me 

to drink; I was a stranger, and you took me in; naked, and you covered me; 

sick, and you visited me; I was in prison, and you came to me.229 

                                                 
227 ―Numquam sine egenis et orfanis edebat [text erased in mss] attendens promissa domini qui ait: Venite 

benedicti patris mei percipite regnum quod vobis paratum est a constitutione mundi esurivi enim et dedistis 

[mihi is a correction added above the line] manducare et cetera…‖  (The Vulgate reads: ―… possidete 

paratum vobis regnum a constitutione mundi… ‖) 
228 ―Qui cum ad maturitatem vinisset partem quidem aliquam ex eo metens partem vero alteram pauperibus 

et avibus relinquens memorans implevit oraculum prophete dicentis:  Tibi enim derelictus est pauper, 

pupillo tu eris adiutor…‖  ―When the crop had come to maturity, indeed, reaping some part from it, truly, 

leaving another part for the poor and the birds, remembering, he fulfilled the oracle of the prophet saying, 

―for to you the pauper was bequeathed, a helper you will be to the orphan.‖ 
229 ―esurivi enim et dedistis mihi manducare sitivi et dedistis mihi bibere hospes eram et collexistis me 

nudus et operuistis me infirmus et visitastis me in carcere eram et venistis ad me‖ Vulgate.  This text was 

the basis for what became the six acts of charity.  Giles Constable notes this growing interest in works of 

mercy is evident in another artwork, the late twelfth- or early thirteenth-century portal of St. Gall at the 
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Christ explains that whoever performs these deeds for ―the least‖ of those among them it 

is as if the deeds were done for Christ himself.230  The passage would have been familiar 

to the medieval canons.  Manuscripts of missals from the Aosta valley attest that the 

Matthew passage was read during Lent as early as the twelfth-century.231  And as noted 

above, the twelfth- and thirteenth-century vitae of St. Ursus quote a portion of this 

passage to describe the saint‘s daily concern for the needy.  The medieval canons could 

imagine their patron saint as an embodiment of these good deeds advocated in the gospel.  

The simple pairing of the name ―Saint Ursus‖ with ―paupers‖ in the tituli on the capital 

makes it clear that the saint engaged with the ―least‖ of those around him. 

 In addition to the Gospel‘s directive to care for those in need, the active life of 

priests in the Middle Ages included charitable deeds.  Medieval reformers would have 

known descriptions of the active life such as this passage attributed to Isidore of Seville:   

It pertains to the active life to manage the care of the poor 

(pauperum), to feed the hungry, to clothe the naked, to visit the 

sick or those in prison, to bring in the strangers, to console the 

mournful, to bury the dead, to not neglect the members of one‘s 

                                                                                                                                                 
cathedral of Basel, which depicts the six acts of charity and contains prominent scenes of St. Martin in the 

charitable act of dividing his cloak with a beggar.  Constable, Reformation of the Twelfth Century, 40.  I 

was not able to find earlier medieval portrayals of the six or seven acts of charity.  The western portal of the 

church of Bourg-Argental, France (Loire Valley) contains a twelfth-century sculpted capital depicting the 

personification of charity (KARITAS), a female figure seated and nimbed, who hands something 

unidentifiable to two small figures (the one on the left is naked) kneeling on the corners of the capital.  The 

figure on the left is likely receiving clothing from ―charity,‖ as he seems to be pulling something over his 

head. ICA #000114162.  Kingsley Porter argues that the same artists who created the Bourg-Argental 

sculpture also created the capitals in the Aosta cloister, but the two monuments share only a few decorative 

features.  The figure of charity at Bourg-Argental has no correspondence to that of St. Ursus and the 

paupers in Aosta.  A. Kingsley Porter, Romanesque Sculpture of the Pilgrimage Roads, vol. 1 (New York: 

Hacker Art Books, 1985), 148.   
230 ―Dico vobis quamdiu fecistis uni de his fratribus meis minimis mihi fecistis‖  Matt. 25:40.   
231 Robert Amiet, Missale Augustanum, vol. 1 (Aosta: Monumenta liturgica ecclesiae Augustanae, 1986), 

276. 
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own household, to yield to the servants of God, to judge the 

businesses of people justly, and to assign to each one his own 

justice, to rescue the oppressed (oppressis subvenire), to free the 

weak from the hand of the violent, to protect widows and orphans, 

to oppose the wicked and to restrain the criminals through 

strictness from evil deeds.232   

 

This lengthy list indicates that good deeds were at the heart of the medieval concept of 

the active life—a form of life that was a focus of reformers, in general, and the regular 

canons of St. Ursus in particular.  Isidore uses the word pauperum for poor and includes 

the ―rescuing the oppressed‖ (oppressis subvenire), a deed not mentioned in Matthew but 

found in the later vita of St. Ursus (BHL 3843).  Isidore‘s list includes more acts of 

justice and charity related to violence than does the list in Matthew. 

 A list of deeds created by contemporaries of the Augustinian canons in Aosta is 

extant.  The twelfth-century constitutions of the Augustinian ―monastery‖ of the Blessed 

Mary in Abondance (France) includes a inventory of charitable acts describing ―how 

clerics ought to live‖ (―qualiter clerici vivere debeant‖) in a lengthy introduction to the 

―Rule of Augustine.‖   

… they should gather strangers, restore the poor (paupers), clothe 

the naked, visit the sick, bury the dead, bring resources to those 

placed in tribulation, console the suffering one, place nothing 

before the love of Christ, not neglect charity, have peace with all 

men if it is possible to be done, fear the day of judgment, eagerly 

                                                 
232 ―Ad activam namque vitam pertinet pauperum curam gerere, esurientes pascere, nudos operire, infirmos 

vel in carcere positos visitare, hospites conligere, maestos consolari, mortuos sepelire, domesticos carnis 

suae non negligere, servis Dei obsequi, negotia populi juste discernere, et unicuique jus proprium assignare, 

oppressis subvenire, imbecillem de manu violenti liberare, viduas ac pupillos tueri, improbis resistere atque 

facinerosos per severitatem a malis actibus compescere.‖  Author uncertain, but attributed to Isidore of 

Seville, Sententiae Differentiarum de Activa Vita atque Contemplativa, PL 83:1245B.  This list adds acts of 

justice to the deeds listed in Matthew.   
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desire eternal life…and they will continually lean toward practices 

of other good works.233    

 

The Abondance constitution includes many of the same items found in the lists in 

Matthew, Isidore, and the vita of St. Ursus, but the Abondance list contains more abstract 

categories such as to ―not neglect charity,‖ to seek ―peace with all men,‖ as well as to 

practice ―other good works.‖  The constitution is attributed to Ponce de Faucigny, a 

regular canon from Abondance and a contemporary of the reforming Bishop Herbert in 

Aosta.  Both Ponce and Herbert came from Abondance; the two almost certainly knew 

each other.  Yet, the deeds listed in the vitae of St. Ursus and the portrayal of the charity 

of St. Ursus on the capital do not directly correspond to the charitable deeds of their 

contemporaries within the same archbishopric in Savoy.  Each list is different.  Clearly, 

the account of good deeds in the textual vitae of the saint is not an exact copy of the list 

contained in Matthew, Isidore, or even in a contemporary list written within the 

Augustinian context in Savoy.  It seems that each list was crafted to address 

contemporary local concerns. 

 At the hospice of St. Ursus, a short distance from their cloister, the medieval 

canons would have had ample opportunity to carry out the good deeds modeled by their 

patron saint in words and images.  The hospice was located on a busy Roman road that 

led over the Alps and through the city, a road that was a major thoroughfare from Rome 

                                                 
233 ―... hospites colligant, pauperes recreent, nudos vestiant, infirmos visitant, mortuos sepeliant, in 

tribulatione positis opem ferant, dolentem consolentur, amori Christi nichil preponant, caritatem non 

derelinquant, pacem si fieri potest cum omnibus hominibus habeant, diem iudicii timeant, vitam eternam 

concupiscent…et ceterorum bonorum operum exerciciis iugiter incumbent ... ‖  Regis Caroli Alberti, 

―Summariae Constitutiones Monasterii Beatae Mariae de Abundantia,‖ Monumenta Historiae Patriae, vol. 

3 (Turin: E. Regio Typographeo, 1848), 310-311.  Réjane Brondy, Bernard Demotz, and Jean Pierre 

Leguay, La Savoie de l’an mil à la Réforme: XIe debut XVe siècle (Ouest-France, 1984), 54.   
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to all places north.  Two thirteenth-century charters refer to pauperes served at the 

hospice.234  The canons managed the hospice and probably worked alongside conversi 

ministering to travelers and locals alike.  Following the model of their patron saint, the 

canons could perform charitable deeds to the sick, needy, hungry, mournful, and 

oppressed strangers at the hospice.  In addition, as priests, the canons likely practiced 

good deeds in the parish churches located throughout the valley, including the parish 

church of St. Lawrence directly outside the cloister.  The cura animarum embodied the 

ministry of the regular canons.235 

While it is apparent in the sculptural vita that St. Ursus is engaged in a charitable 

act, damage to the sculpture makes it difficult to determine exactly what St. Ursus holds 

in his lap, though upon close examination, the outline of the object resembles a shoe (fig. 

19).  The textual vitae of the saint list many deeds, yet it does not mention his distribution 

of shoes, nor is the donation of shoes for the shoe-less mentioned in Matthew, Isidore, or 

Ponce‘s list of good deeds.  Yet, given the shoe on the saint‘s lap and the kneeling and 

naked figure on the bottom right wearing at least one shoe, it is indeed possible that the 

saint is engaged in the act of distributing shoes, a motif found in later depictions of St. 

Ursus. 

                                                 
234 O. Zanolli, Cartulaire de Saint-Ours (XVe siècle) (Aosta: Bibliothèque de l‘Archivum Augustanum, 

1975), 584. 
235 James William Broadman, Charity and Welfare: Hospitals and the Poor in Medieval Catalonia 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1998), 3. 
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 Searches for contemporary textual or artistic sources regarding shoelessness in 

relation to poverty do not provide a better understanding of this depiction of St. Ursus.236  

Even though the medieval vitae of the patron saints of shoemakers—Sts. Crispin and 

Crispianus—states that the Roman martyrs worked at night making shoes and gave away 

what they did not need, I have not yet found any images of the brothers handing out shoes 

                                                 
236 A few examples of shoelessness and poverty in contemporary texts and art include: 1) In the story of 

the prodigal son in Luke 15:11-32, the father orders shoes to be brought for his returning son, but only one 

medieval commentator in PL, Peter Chrysologus, comments on the shoes in relationship with the poverty of 

the son: ―what poor man returns, who going away having been enriched from all wealth does not carry back 

shoes on his feet.  Lest in the ugliness of naked feet he might remain, certainly, he who having put shoes on 

goes back to the former course of life?‖ Peter Chrysologus, Sermo 3, PL 52:0193B.  (Note that the Luke 

passage is read during Lent in the Aosta Valley).  2) Amos 8:4-11 includes images of weights, shoes, the 

poor, and deceitful balances as a description of unrighteous Israel and her neighbors, but medieval 

commentators did not use this passage to advocate giving to the poor (at least not in PL).  3) In a sermon on 

the washing of feet at the Lord‘s Supper, Radulfus Ardens wrote a beautiful passage on the physical and 

metaphorical shodding after footwashing ―…after we shall have washed the poor, shod and nourished them 

physically, we satisfy them spiritually breaking the bread of the divine word for them, the bread of 

correction, erudition, and exhortation, praying so that they themselves wash us with their prayers to God 

(―…laverimus pauperes, calceaverimus et satiaverimus corporaliter, satiemus eos spiritualiter, frangentes 

eis panem divini verbi, panem correctionis, eruditionis et exhortationis, orantes ut et ipsi lavent nos 

orationibus suis apud Deum…‖ Radulfus Ardens, In Epistolas et Evangelia Dominicalia Homiliae, PL 

155:1841D).  I thought the ―mandatum‖ surely would have some sort of shoe imagery, but the only 

example in PL is Wilhelmus Hirsaugiensis‘ Constitution on the mandatum, in which the monks 

immediately put on shoes after washing their feet (―pedi quem laverunt statim calceum supponere non 

negligentes.‖ Constitutiones Hirsaugienses, PL 150:1034D), but no metaphorical commentary.  4) The 

Benedictine Rule mentions the distribution of shoes to the monks along with clothing, and mention is made 

in a couple of sources about giving old shoes to the poor when one enters the monastery (Adalharus 

Corbeiensis, Statuta Antiqua Abbatiae S. Petri, PL 105:0539D-0540A).  5) An interesting sermon by 

Hildebert, Archbishop of Tours (1056-1133) asserts that shoes, made of leather from dead animals, 

symbolize the saints who are dead, and feet signify the affections that go toward good or bad things, and so, 

the shoes actually protect these affections from the ground and serpents!  Though interesting, this is not 

useful for interpreting the Life of St. Ursus.  (―Calceamenta enim, quae de pellibus mortuorum fiunt 

animalium, exempla sanctorum, qui jam mortui sunt, significant Patrum: pedes designant affectiones, 

quibus sive ad bona, sive ad mala itur. His ergo calceamentis sunt pedes affectionum immittendi, ne terram 

sentiant, vel serpens juxta viam insidians, eos aliquo modo nudos inveniat.‖  Hildebertus Cenomanensis, Ad 

Monachos Benedictinos, PL 171:0892A)  6) There is also a wonderful story about a miracle at the death of 

St. Gall in which his old boots were given to a poor and miserably sick man who, of course, is healed.  7) 

One minature illuminated letter ―D‖ appears in a Gothic Psalter with an image of Elizabeth of Hungary 

giving alms and handing a shoe to a barefoot cripple.  (Douce 49, Oxford, Bodleian, 1270s, French; ICA 

#000005374).  Yet, none of these stories about shoes shed any light on the interpretation of the sculpture of 

St. Ursus.   
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to the poor.237  In the absence of other texts or images, St. Ursus‘ offering of shoes to the 

poor in the capital sculpture seems to be a unique and local expression of charity.  

Although the naked figures obviously need more than shoes to rectify their nakedness, 

the gift of shoes must have been a local expression of the gospel mandate to cloth the 

naked—in Aosta charity started by clothing naked feet.  It is not known whether this 

image of St. Ursus is the reification of oral tradition or represents a lost source, artistic or 

textual.   

 Whatever the source, the image of the saint as shoe-giver is persistent and reflects 

a tradition that resonates in the local culture of the valley.238  The earliest clear visual 

evidence for St. Ursus as a giver of shoes in the Aosta valley is a later wooden altarpiece 

from nearby Villeneuve in which Ursus gives a shoe to a group of four small figures (fig. 

                                                 
237 An investigation of the links between the vitae of Ursus, the vitae of Crispin and Crispinian, and the 

presence of medieval shoemaker guilds has yet to be done.  The passio of the brothers Sts. Crispin and 

Crispinian (BHL 1991), the patron saints of shoemakers, is bound together with the later version of the vita 

of St. Ursus (BHL 8453) in the same manuscript in Novara (27 XXVII).  The vita of St. Ursus Novara 27 

XXVII contains an interpolation stating St. Ursus was a cobbler (it also claims that St. Ursus was Irish).  In 

turn, Sts. Crispin and company are mentioned in a fourteenth-century missal from the Val d‘Aosta.  See 

Amiet, Missale Augustanum, vol. 1, 109.  Several passii, epitomae, and one translatio for the brothers are 

found manuscripts dated from the eight through the fifteenth century.  Four of these are in Trier, where 

another copy of the St. Ursus vita (BHL 8453) is located (although not in the same mss).  In addition, the 

church of St. Maria in Piano (Abruzzo), founded in 1402, supposedly has an altar dedicated to St. Ursus 

that pertains to a shoemaker‘s guild.  Though a late example, if there is a history of shoemaker alliances in 

the area, Piano is not far from Farfa, where the earliest vita of St. Ursus (Farfa MS 29, 341) was located.  

Sts. Crispin and Crispinian were martyred in the fourth century by beheading after other methods failed.  

The only image listed for the brothers in the Index of Christian Art is the representation of their martyrdom 

in the midst of several images of similar beheadings in the so-called Pamplona Bibles from Amiens, dated 

1197.  See François Bucher, Pamplona Bibles (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1970), vol. 

1, 272; vol. 2, pl. 499. 
238 Bare feet became a powerful symbol of voluntary poverty in the mendicant movements that came in the 

wake of reform, most obviously among Franciscan preachers.  In contrast to the wealthy and well-dressed 

religious of the time, St. Francis and his followers adopted a visually distinctive symbol as the poor of 

Christ.  The image of Christ and his apostles with bare feet was also extremely common in medieval art 

throughout this period.  In fact, Christ and the apostles are barefoot on the adjacent capital to the east of the 

sculpted vita of St. Ursus on capital 33.  St. Ursus, however, wears shoes in his sculpted vita. 

javascript:open_window(%22http://p8991-icadb.princeton.edu.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/F/6V29B8J8TH7QVEM3H51FB2K1Y5A7PRA8EBY17I1GM9KQIFY7GN-02073?func=service&doc_number=000045947&line_number=0042&service_type=TAG%22);
javascript:open_window(%22http://p8991-icadb.princeton.edu.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/F/6V29B8J8TH7QVEM3H51FB2K1Y5A7PRA8EBY17I1GM9KQIFY7GN-02073?func=service&doc_number=000045947&line_number=0042&service_type=TAG%22);
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20).239  This altarpiece, carved some two centuries after the capital, differs significantly 

from the cloister sculpture in that St. Ursus stands and holds a staff.  The small figures 

are also standing and fully clothed.  The capital sculpture was clearly not the model for 

the altarpiece. 

The earliest textual evidence that links the canons of St. Ursus with the 

distribution of shoes to the poor is a charter dated 1327 in the cartulary of St. Ursus.  This 

text records a transaction between Lord James of Avise (a town in the Aosta valley), 

prebend (prebendarius) of the cathedral, to Lord Vullermus, prior of the college of St. 

Ursus.  Included in the transaction is the purpose of the sale, ―for the work and increase 

of shoes, which are accustomed to be given by the priors of the aforesaid house [of St. 

Ursus] to the paupers of Christ.‖240  This charter provides confirmation of the practice. 

Shoes have continued to serve as an attribute for St. Ursus since the fourteenth century.   

 The textual evidence, later images of St. Ursus, and the fact that the object on the 

saint‘s lap in his sculptural vita closely resembles a shoe, together indicate that St. Ursus 

may indeed have been depicted as a shoe-giver on the cloister capital.  The sculpture may 

reflect the local practice of the prior and canons of St. Ursus at the time of reform, 

embodying the charitable acts of their patron saint.  If this is the case, then the image of 

                                                 
239 Villeneuve altarpiece, Paliotto con incoronazione della Vergine e santi, Bottega del Maestro della 

Madonna di Oropa, Museo Civico, Turin.  The museum dates the altarpiece to circa 1295. 
240 ―Dominus Jacobus de Avisio, prebendarius beate Marie Augustensis, juratus, vendicionem facit in 

religiosum virum dominum Vullermum priorem Sancti Ursi Auguste ad opus et augmentum sotularium qui 

consueverunt dari per priores dicte domus pauperibus Christi....‖ Zanolli, Cartulaire, nos. 386, 166-167.  

Note that the use of sotularium for shoes in the Middle Ages was common practice according to Simon 

Tugwell in a philological article on the Latin words for shoes and socks.  Tugwell quotes a wonderful story 

in a thirteenth-century copy of a Marbach constitution for regular canons that claims that sleeping barefoot 

but wearing leggings is not a new custom among canons as it was instituted according to an ancient custom 

followed by the apostles. Simon Tugwell, ―Caligae and Other Items of Medieval Religious Dress: A 

Lexical Study,‖ Romance Philology 61 (Spring 2007): 1-23, esp. n. 18. 
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St. Ursus as a giver of shoes represents a local expression of the vita activa—an act of 

charity with which the medieval canons could personally identify.   

 The object that hovers over the heads of the paupers in the sculpted vita of St. 

Ursus is also enigmatic and no tituli exist to provide a clue to its identity (fig. 21).  The 

object resembles a Roman weight.  Many examples of actual Roman weights have 

survived which perfectly resemble the strange object portrayed above the heads of the 

poor.  The extant weights from the Roman era can be found in a variety of sizes in 

museums throughout the region, including Aosta (fig. 22).  While the resemblance 

between the artifacts and the sculpted image is undeniable, this identification complicates 

the interpretation of the sculpture and suggests a deeper meaning behind the charity of St. 

Ursus.   

The weight may refer to weighing food for distribution.  Chapters 39 and 40 of 

the Benedictine Rule provide guidelines for measuring bread, food, and wine for the 

monks.  The rule of Augustine also indicates that different amounts of food and wine 

were distributed to the canons according to need.  Yet no mention is made of weighing 

food for distribution to the poor. 

A passage by Rabanus Maurus discusses literal weights in a passage ―concerning 

the treatment of foreigners concerning measure, value, rule and just weight‖: 

For measures are given as just limits to sellers and buyers, or to those 

trading in any manner whatever.  To the extent that measures and weights 

are given to those judging laws: concerning not making an unjust 

judgment, and not changing balances and weights.  But also of justly 

having a modio [dry measurement] or sextario [liquid measurement]—that 

is, concerning every measure of wine or oil—in addition, he has instructed 

abstention from  every possible injustice which is done against [one's] 
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neighbor, both in lesser things and in greater things. Since what is unjust is 

detestable everywhere.  However, what is just always pleases God….To 

the poor man belongs a measure of wine and wheat, and a weight of bread, 

and other things by which he can conduct his daily living.241  

  

Just measurement is a moral imperative for Rabanus, not only of food but in all 

things.  He addresses injustice against one‘s neighbor in particular, but the entire 

legal treatise concerns the practice of just measurement toward foreigners 

(adventi).  In the twelfth century, at a time of transition to a money economy and 

the shift of population to the urban centers, the promotion of just weights would 

have been more important than in the ninth century when Rabanus was writing.  

This was a particular problem for pilgrims and travelers dealing anonymously 

with vendors and the lack of standard weights from region to region.  Given the 

location of Aosta on a major Roman road and the presence of a hospice bearing 

the name of St. Ursus in their midst, the regular canons may have been 

particularly concerned with just measurements for adventi and pauperi who 

passed right outside their doors.242  

 On a metaphorical level, the weight may represent an intangible burden.  Among 

medieval authors who use the word ―weight‖ (pondus) in this manner, Hugh of St. Victor 

                                                 
241 ―Pro terminis enim justitiae vendentibus et ementibus, aut alio quolibet modo contrahentibus mensurae 

dantur, et pondera, quemadmodum leges judicantibus: unde de non faciendo injustum judicium, et de non 

immutandis stateris et ponderibus, sed et de sextario modiove habendo justo, id est, de omni mensura vini 

aut olei, additur ab omni utique injustitia, quae erga proximum geritur, tam in majoribus quam in minoribus 

praecepit abstinendum. Quia quod injustum est, ubique abominabile est. Placet autem Deo semper quod 

justum est… hoc et pauperi mensura vini et tritici, et panis pondus est, et alia ex quibus vitam quotidianam 

ducit.‖  Rabanus Maurus, Expositionem in Leviticum, PL 108:0461B-C. 
242 Scripture also promotes justice in the distribution of food:  ―a full and just weight you shall have, a full 

and just measure you shall have; that your days may be prolonged in the land which the Lord your God 

gives you.‖ Deuteronomy 25:15.  Also see Sirach 42:7, ―Whatever you deal out, let it be by number and 

weight, and make a record of all that you give out or take in.‖  
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describes the ―weight of suffering‖ (doloris pondus opprimat) and the alleviation of ―the 

weight of tribulation to an afflicted soul‖ (―… afflicto animo pondus tribulationis 

allevat‖).243  In these examples, as well as in many other cases, an emotional weight is 

metaphorically pressed down or lifted up.  Gregory the Great even discusses one who 

―grieves incessantly under the weight of poverty‖ (―Gemit enim protinus sub pautertatis 

pondere…‖).  In this context, the weight in the sculpture may represent the burden of 

poverty that oppresses the poor, or the burden lifted when the saint attends to the needs of 

the naked figures. 

 Pauperes can also be interpreted metaphorically.  In Revelation 3:17, the 

indictment against the church of Laodicea states that the church is spiritually ―miserable, 

poor, blind, and naked‖ (―miserabilis, et pauper, et caecus, et nudus‖) in spite of their 

physical wealth and self-sufficiency.244  Gregory interprets the poverty of the Laodiceans 

as a deficiency of virtue:  ―The poor man, certainly [is poor] because he does not have the 

riches of virtue.‖245  Poverty and wealth, according to Gregory, pertain to the acquisition 

of virtue.  Thus, the four naked figures depicted on the capital could be interpreted as the 

spiritually poor.  Possibly, the naked figures seek not only physical shoes, but also 

spiritual instruction to clothe themselves in righteousness, or in this case, to be shod in 

righteousness. 

                                                 
243 Hugh of St. Victor, Adnotatiunculae Elucidatoriae in Thronos Jeremiae, PL 175:0265A and PL 

175:0306A. 
244 ―Quia dicis quod dives sum, et locupletatus, et nullius egeo; et nescis quia tu es miser, et miserabilis, et 

pauper, et caecus, et nudus…‖ Rev. 3:17. 
245 Gregory the Great, Expositio in Librum B. Job, PL 76:0720C. 
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 The Augustinian canon Richard of St. Victor expands Gregory‘s metaphor of 

spiritual poverty still further: 

The weight of this misery [poverty] is distinguished by the following three 

things: the poor man, the blind man, and the naked man. The poor 

(pauper) man through lack of charity, since if one is deprived of charity, 

he is poor, even if he possesses other good things.  The blind man through 

lack of knowledge, since he who does not have the truth of knowledge 

sees neither himself nor that which would be useful to him.  The naked 

man through lack of good work[s], since he whom the devil strips [of] 

good work in no way has [anything] from which he may adorn or cover 

himself before his neighbor. This one therefore would be wretched, and 

would appear a miserable one, since, lacking the virtue of charity, the 

knowledge of truth, the mantle of good work[s], he would have remained 

poor (pauper), blind, and naked.246 

 

Richard eloquently describes a metaphorical ―weight‖ of misery as the lack of charity 

(poverty), the lack of knowledge (blindness), and the lack of covering oneself in good 

works (nudity).  Although Richard wrote this passage a few years after the image of St. 

Ursus and the poor was created, he paraphrases ideas of spiritual poverty that are found in 

Scripture and biblical commentary since the time of Gregory the Great, if not before.   

 Although these medieval texts provide a general framework for understanding  

physical and spiritual weights, the texts do not directly relate to Aosta.  Although I have 

found artifacts similar to the one represented on the capital sculpture, I have found no 

other images of such weights in medieval iconography.  Nor have I discovered any 

indication of how physical weights were used in twelfth-century Aosta.  For this reason, 

                                                 
246 Commenting on Rev. 3:17, Richard states: ―Cujus miseriae pondus per tria sequentia distinguitur: et 

pauper, et caecus, et nudus. Pauper per amissionem charitatis, quia et si quis charitate caret, pauper est, etsi 

alia bona possidet. Caecus per amissionem cognitionis, quia, qui veritatem cognitionis non habet, nec se, 

nec sibi utilia videt. Nudus per amissionem boni operis, quia, quem diabolus bono opere denudat, 

nequaquam habet unde se coram proximo exornet, aut operiat. Iste ergo miser erat, et miserabilis apparebat, 

quia virtute charitatis, cognitione veritatis, amictu boni operis amissis, pauper, caecus remanserat et nudus.‖  

Richard of Saint-Victor, Apocalypim Joannis, PL 198:0739C-D. 
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my interpretation of this object as a weight is inconclusive.  Yet given the medieval 

commentary on actual and metaphorical poverty, it is possible that the medieval canons 

would have seen St. Ursus as a local priest who attended to the spiritual and physical 

needs of the people of Aosta as well as the strangers who passed through their city.  The 

canons themselves may have literally practiced the distribution of shoes to the poor 

following the exemplar of St. Ursus.  Even without the positive identification of the 

object above the heads of the poor, the message of this scene, reinforced by tituli, is clear:  

St. Ursus was a man of God who practiced charity in word and deed—an ideal exemplar 

for reformed Augustinian canons.    

 

Capital 32.2 Fons 

 As the visual narrative continues counter-clockwise around the capital, Saint 

Ursus (S[ANCTUS] URSUS) gestures towards a font [FONS] with his staff while three 

sculpted streams of water miraculously pour forth from the stone (fig. 23).  In this scene 

facing northeast, only the nimbus and inscription remain to identify the saint.  Rendered 

in high relief and raised above the surface of the capital, the head of the saint would have 

been especially present to viewers.  In the Middle Ages, Moses‘ staff was believed to 

have been shaped like a tau, so it is not surprising that the saint‘s staff is also in the form 

of a tau.247  This depiction of St. Ursus thus casts him as a medieval prophet, as he wields 

a staff resembling the staff of Moses and performs a Mosaic miracle of producing water 

from a rock (in this case marble).  

                                                 
247 George Ferguson, Signs & Symbols in Christian Art (New York: Oxford University Press, 1958), 101. 
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   The miracle of the font would have been especially vivid to a viewer when it 

rained and a stream of actual water burst forth from the font.  An opening at the top of the 

capital allowed rainwater to flow into a reservoir inside of the capital.  When rain filled 

the reservoir, water would pour out of the sculpted font into the cloister garth, adding a 

fourth stream of real water to the three streams of water carved in marble (fig. 24).  The 

―artificial hydraulic design‖ almost certainly dates back to the twelfth-century when the 

capital was originally created.248  This remarkable feat of medieval ingenuity and 

creativity would enable the miracle of St. Ursus literally to come to life when rain water 

poured forth from the font, making the sacred past especially present.  The medieval 

canons could touch and taste the water, thus sensually engaging with the sculptural 

narrative of their patron saint. 

 The dramatic miracle of the font does not appear in the textual vitae of St. Ursus. 

But the vitae describe other water miracles, such as St. Ursus‘ prayerful intervention to 

save the city from flooding: in this case, too much water rather than too little.  At this 

point, the later vita (BHL 8453) compares St. Ursus to Old Testament prophets, including 

Moses:   

To whom can we compare this most excellent soldier [Ursus].  Certainly, to 

Moses and Joshua and Elijah, of whom one divided the sea, the other turned back 

the Jordan, and the third actually prohibited the waters descent from heaven.249 

 

                                                 
248 ―…crediamo che si possa asserire con buona certezza che tale artificio idraulico risale alla 

progettazione stessa del capitello, evidenziando un caso eccezionale nel panorama romanico.‖  Papone 

attributes the discovery of the capital font mechanism to Dr. Lorenzo Appolonia, Direzione ricerca e 

progetti cofinanziati dell'Assessorato istruzione e cultura della Regione Autonoma Valle d'Aosta.  Papone, 

Teologia pastorale, 179 and n. 505. 
249 ―Cui autem hunc talem militem assimilabimus Moysi profecto et Josue et helye quorum unus mare 

divisit alius jordanem retrorsum convertit tertius vero aquas de coelo descendere prohibuit.‖ 
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In this passage, St. Ursus is included among the holy heroes in the Old Testament who 

performed water miracles.  Two of these figures, Elijah and Moses, are carved in portrait 

rondels on capital 31, immediately to the west of the sculptural vita.  Thus, the textual 

vita and the cloistral context together emphasize St. Ursus‘ identity as a powerful local 

prophet who could control water. 

The imagery of St. Ursus as a medieval Moses calling forth water from stone also 

evokes the apostle Peter, the co-titular of the college.  According to tradition, Peter also 

struck a rock that miraculously brought forth water: the apostles inherited the power of 

the prophets.  Literally hundreds of artistic renderings of Peter‘s miracle have survived on 

late-antique Christian sarcophagi.250  One example is a fourth-century Roman 

sarcophagus that depicts Peter on the left, striking a rock with his staff so that two figures 

drink from the miraculous water.251  On the far right of the same sarcophagus, Christ 

strikes a stone tomb with a staff and calls forth Lazarus from the dead.  The two life-

giving gestures frame the central figures.252  Although the earliest extant textual reference 

for Peter‘s miracle is the sixth-century,253 the visual pairing of the miracles of Peter and 

Christ—both wielding miraculous staffs—was widespread in the Middle Ages.  It is 

likely, therefore, that the medieval canons in Aosta knew this apostolic water miracle.   

                                                 
250 Over one hundred images of Peter‘s miracle are cataloged in Princeton‘s Index of Christian Art 

database.  Peter as a New Testament Moses is also confirmed in Thomas F. Matthews, The Clash of the 

Gods: A Reinterpretation of Early Christian Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 86-87. 
251 Sarcophagus of Marcia Romania Celsa, Musée de l‘Arles Antique, fourth century, marble, ICA# 

000130853. 
252 In this sculpture, Christ also uses the staff to turn the water into wine in the miracle of Cana; another 

image packed with spiritual significance given the funerary context.   
253 Herbert Kessler, ―Scenes from the Acts of the Apostles on Some Early Christian Ivories,‖ Gesta 18 no. 

1 (1979): 109-119. 
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Recalling both Peter and Moses, the image of St. Ursus and the font presents him 

as a medieval apostle and prophet inheriting the miraculous powers of prominent figures 

from both the Old and New Testament.  The placement of the sculpted vita as a link 

between capitals 27-31 depicting a series of Old Testament prophets and capitals 33-34 

illustrating the apostles, reinforces this interpretation (see cloister diagram fig. 8).  In 

light of the conflict that accompanied reform in Aosta, or in the face of devastating 

floods, the canons could appeal to a local saint who embodied the power of God.  

 

Capital 32.3 Armiger 

The next scene in the sculpted vita begins a new story that circles around the 

remainder of the capital.  Told in four episodes, the visual narrative conflates two stories 

from the textual vitae.  It begins with an image of Saint Ursus (S[ANCTUS] URSUS), 

nimbed and tonsured, seated next to a ―church,‖ (ECCL[ESI]A) (fig. 25).  Holding an 

open book on his lap, the saint performs the same open-handed gesture of speech as in 

the earlier scene with the poor, but this time he gestures toward a man on horseback 

identified as an ―armor-bearer of the bishop wandering by on a palfrey‖ (ARMIGER254 

EP[ISCOP]I ERRANS CU[M] PALAFREDO).255  The armor-bearer, wearing garments 

similar to those of the saint, sits astride a valiant horse and holds the reins in his left hand.  

                                                 
254 Armiger is a decidedly military title, meaning a weapon-bearer or warrior‘s assistant.  Jan Frederik 

Niermeryer, Mediae Latinitatis lexicon minus (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 61.  In the Vulgate, an armiger is a 

shield bearer or armor bearer; the word armiger appears predominantly in I and II Sam. and I and II Chron. 

in the stories about David, Saul, and Jonathan.  
255 The word for horse used in the sculpture differs from the word in the textual vitae. The earlier version 

of the vita of St. Ursus (BHL 8453b) uses cavallus, meaning a workhorse, and the later version (BHL 8453) 

uses equus, a generic term for horse.  The sculpture contains the word, palafredo, meaning palfrey or post 
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Once again, the sculptural vita does not simply follow the textual narratives.  The 

texts relate two stories about young men.256  The first is an amusing story of a man on a 

horse who rides by St. Ursus; the man is weeping because he has lost his master‘s best 

horse.  St. Ursus miraculously reveals to him that the horse the man is riding is the very 

horse he seeks.  The second story recalls a young man who flees to the saint seeking 

immunity for crimes he committed in the service of bishop Ploceanus.  No horse is 

mentioned in this account.  The man confesses to the saint and Ursus promises to 

intercede for him with the bishop.  This second narrative is the one represented in the 

sculptural vita, but in the sculpture the young man is transformed into an armor-bearer 

who rides a horse.  A medieval viewer could imagine both stories, given the visual 

elements of this scene of the sculpted vita.   

Even with no knowledge of this story, the viewer can readily identify Ursus as a 

figure of authority.  A seated saint with an open book is the traditional iconography of a 

Gospel writer.257  In this case, however, Ursus gestures toward the open book, typically 

depicting the Bible, as if directing the rider to its content.  Although the bishop is not 

portrayed in this scene, it is inferred that he is a man who employs an armor-bearer, 

indicative of secular lordship.  Thus, the Aosta bishop is cast, from the beginning of the 

                                                                                                                                                 
horse.  No sources use the term bellator, for war-horse.  (The root for armiger gets 607 hits in 240 texts in 

PL and palafredo gets twenty-three hits in twelve texts in PL.) 
256 In the Farfa manuscript (BHL 8453b), the author identifies the rider as cavallarium and puer.  In the 

twelfth- and thirteenth-century Aosta manuscripts (BHL 8453), the author names him iuenus and 

adolescens.   
257 William J. Diebold, Word and Image: An Introduction to Early Medieval Art (Boulder: Westview Press, 

2000), 39. 
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visual narrative, as a worldly lord who bears arms and retains knights, the very type of 

secular clergy that the reformers proposed to replace.   

 

Capital 32.4 Ploceanus 

As the narrative continues around the capital, St. Ursus is shown confronting 

Bishop Ploceanus.  The inscription reads like the voice of a narrator:  ―Saint Ursus 

pleading with Bishop Ploceanus on behalf of the armor-bearer‖ (S[ANCTUS] URSUS 

ROGANS P[RO] ARMIGER EP[ISCOPU]M PLOCEANUM) (fig. 26).  The figure of 

St. Ursus, rendered in high relief, has sustained damage, but the nimbus and inscription 

insure the identity of the saint depicted in the process of kneeling before the bishop, who 

is seated.258  The bishop is bearded, like bishops Augustine and Herbert on capital 35 

(figs. 12 and 13), but Ploceanus does not wear vestments like his godly counterparts on 

capital 35.  His wears a horned mitre.259  Yet his attire—wrapped in a cape with a scarf 

nonchalantly thrown around his neck—resembles that of a secular lord rather than a 

bishop.  Both St. Ursus and Ploceanus hold iconic staves.  The tau staff (the same staff 

used in the miracle of the spring) represents the power of St. Ursus to perform miracles.  

The crosier of Ploceanus represents the authority of the bishop and the church.260  With 

                                                 
258 Manuscript SO7 in Aosta (BHL 8453) reads: ―Saint Ursus came to the bishop in the city and prostrating 

himself at his feet… ‖ (Egrediensque sanctus ursus venit ad episcopum in civitatiem et prosternens se ad 

pedes eius). 
259 The mitre of Ploceanus has a single infula, or lappet, that cascades down the back of the mitre similar to 

the mitres of Herbert and Augustine on capital 35. 
260 Both the crosier of Ploceanus on capital 32 and Augustine‘s crosier on capital 35 have an ornamental 

animal head on the top, similar to extant Aostan crosiers.  Primarily the crosier is a symbol of the episcopal 

office and represents both the rod of correction and a shepherd‘s crook, a symbol of pastoral care. 
 

Attwater, Catholic Dictionary, 391.  However, in the Investiture Controversy, the investment of the bishop 

with the crosier and the ring was a source of contention that was resolved only a decade or two before the 
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his left hand, St. Ursus repeats the open-handed gesture for the third time.  But the bishop 

does not return the gesture—he forcefully grips his crosier with both hands—making his 

relentless attitude obvious. 

The sculptural elements, the hand gestures, the opposition of staff and crosier, and 

the contrast between nimbus and horned miter all suggest a confrontation between St. 

Ursus and the bishop similar to the conflict between Moses and Pharaoh.  Just as Moses 

negotiated with Pharaoh as the authority in Egypt, Ursus intercedes for the wayward 

armor-bearer before the secular lord in Aosta, that is, the bishop. 

The cloistral context confirms this comparison of St. Ursus to Moses.  A rondel of 

Moses on the east face of capital 31 is located directly across from the scene of St. Ursus 

and Ploceanus (fig. 27).  Moses holds an Old Testament scroll with the words of Exodus 

15:1: We sing to the Lord (CANTEMUS DOMINO).  This visual and spatial link 

between depictions of St. Ursus and Moses further confirms St. Ursus as a role model for 

a reformed bishop: he is a regular canon who administers justice and performs the 

liturgy.261 

 The gestures of St. Ursus and Ploceanus display the sharp contrast between a 

moral and immoral priest.  In the twelfth century, the reformers claimed that many 

secular clergy were corrupt because of their immersion in worldly affairs.  Ploceanus 

                                                                                                                                                 
sculpture was created at the Concordat of Worms in 1122.  There is no documentary evidence of investiture 

difficulties in Aosta.  As discussed in chapter one, Count Amadeus voluntarily gave up his lay abbacy of St. 

Maurice in 1128.  
261 In BHL 8453, one aspect of St. Ursus‘ life was his vigilant singing to bless the Lord, ―… [Ursus] was 

tending a course of singing the psalms with vigilant intent he psalmed with the prophet saying, ―I will bless 

the Lord at all times, always his praise is in my mouth.‖ (Psalm 33:2) (―… cursum psallendi pervigili 

intentione custodiens psallebat cum propheta ditens: benedicam dominum in omni tempore semper laus 

eius in ore meo.‖) 
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represents just such a bishop.  To counter the accusation of immorality and greed, the 

reformers proposed that bishops and clergy be ―regularized‖ by taking vows of poverty 

and chastity.  Throughout the sculpted vita, St. Ursus is established as a model for a 

moral and reformed canon who follows the authoritative example of prophets and 

apostles: an exemplar for Bishop Herbert, Prior Arnulf, and the regular canons to follow. 

 

Capital 32.5 Hic Iugulatur 

 St. Ursus does not appear in the final two scenes of the sculpted narrative.  In the 

absence of the saint, evil prevails.  The next episode portrays two of the bishop‘s servants 

in the act of capturing and torturing the armor-bearer (fig. 28).  The figure on the left 

holds a knife and the figure on the right seizes the armor-bearer and grabs his hair.  The 

inscription, ―here, he is strangled‖ or ―here, he is murdered‖ (HIC IUGULATUR), 

reports the outcome of the encounter.  Scholars have had problems with the inscription 

since it does not match the story told in the texts where the boy is tortured, not strangled, 

and does not die immediately.  Kingsley Porter proposes that this inscription actually 

relates to the next scene where demons strangle the bishop in bed.262  But there is no need 

to align the sculptural inscriptions with the textual tradition.  The inscription, ―hic 

jugulatur,‖ actually begins above the man holding the knife and ends in the horns of the 

demons, linking the violence done to the armor-bearer with the violent end of the bishop.   

                                                 
262 Porter, Lombard Architecture, vol. 2, 64. 
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 The textual narrative in BHL 8353 relates that the tortured man, near death, 

returns to St. Ursus to report the evil deeds of the bishop.  In response, the grief stricken 

St. Ursus prophesies the ignominious death of the bishop: 

Let it be known to you, that after a few days your soul shall be taken from 

you by demons.  Just as you deserve, you will be strangled, and overtaken 

by foul spirits; you will be buried in hell…263 

 

And the prophecy of Ursus was fulfilled: 

 

Truly, on the same night in which he [St. Ursus] predicted that the bishop 

would die, he [the bishop] was thrown from his bed to the ground by 

demons and thus he miserably died.264 

 

Just like an Old Testament prophet, St. Ursus delivered God‘s judgment, and that 

judgment happened.  The textual vitae relate the outcome of the saint‘s audience 

with the bishop.  The bishop tricks St. Ursus.  After promising to forgive the 

penitent armor-bearer, Ploceanus sends two servants to beat the armor-bearer, 

shave his head, and pour hot tar on him.   

 

Capital 32.6 Diaboli 

The grand finale of the sculpted vita is the fulfillment of St. Ursus‘ prophecy—the 

gruesome death of bishop Ploceanus (fig. 29).  In spite of damage to the sculpture, it is 

clear that two horned demons are attacking the bishop to pull him from his bed.265  The 

                                                 
263 ―Notum tibi sit quia post paucos dies tolletur anima tua a te a demonibus ut dignus es strangulaberis et a 

tetris spiritibus susceptus sepelieris in infernum.‖ 
264 ―Eadem vero nocte qua migraturum episcopum predixit projectus est de stratu suo a demonibus in 

humum et sic miserabiliter exspirvit.‖ 
265 Thomas Dale asserts that it was a common medieval belief that when the eyes of the body were closed 

in sleep, the eyes of the mind were closed and thus exceptionally susceptible to demonic incursion during.  

John Cassian stated that demons cannot penetrate the body without possession of the thought of the mind.  
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inscriptions are merely labels:  ―bishop‖ (EPISCOPUS) is written under the bishop‘s bed; 

―devils‖ (DIABOLI) is written above a large demon‘s head from whose mouth two 

snakes emerge; and ―crows‖ (CORVI) identify the birds that hover over the diabolic 

death-scene.266  For contemporary viewers, the graphic imagery made visible the spiritual 

deformity of the bishop.  At eye level, the demons gaze toward the viewers, drawing 

them in as witnesses of the bishop‘s death.  The crows at the top of the scene then direct 

the viewer back to the beginning of the sculptural vita where St. Ursus performs good 

deeds among the poor.  The composition connects the end of the sculptural narrative with 

the beginning, inviting the viewer to re-experience the narrative again and again.267 

The death of Ploceanus is also the subject of a poem inscribed around the top of 

the capital (fig. 30).  The poem is unique to the sculpture; it is not found in textual 

narratives of the life of St. Ursus or in extant liturgy.  Clearly written in all caps, with 

remarkably few abbreviations, the poem is not difficult to read.  Beginning above a large 

                                                                                                                                                 
Sleep was a dangerous time when demons could more easily enter the portal of the mind.  Thomas Dale, 

―Monsters, Corporeal Deformities, and Phantasms in the Cloister of St.-Michel-de-Cuxa,‖ Art Bulletin 

(September 2001): 425.  
266 It is possible that the crows further identify Ursus as a prophet.  Elijah is associated with crows in I 

Kings 17:6, ―Also crows brought him bread and meat in the morning, likewise bread and meat in the 

evening; and he drank from a brook.‖  (―Corvi quoque deferebant panem et carnes mane similiter panem et 

carnes vesperi et bibebat de torrente.‖). Crows are depicted in the midst of the series of sculpted rondels of 

prophets in the cloister, which adds another visual link between Ursus and the prophets.  Papone interprets 

the crows to be the birds that Ursus feeds while sitting at the door of his cottage in the later vita, therefore, 

Papone links the crows to the first scene of the sculptural vita rather than the last.  Paolo Papone, ―Le 

chapiteau de Saint-Ours,‖Le flambeau: Revue du comité des traditions valdôtaines 175 (Autumn, 2000): 

90. 
267 To read the entire poem the viewer would have to follow the text around the capital by climbing over a 

low wall and scrambling in and out of the cloister garth.  This is not an easy task.  The demonic death scene 

is the most accessible scene on the capital.  The fact that neither the poem nor the entire sculptural vita was 

easy to view suggests that the final scene would remind the canons of the entire life and the entire poem, 

since negative images are easier to remember than positive images.  Perhaps the death scene in the 

sculptural vita functions in the same way as a diabolical last judgment scene served in medieval depictions 

of the apocalypse in churches.  The last images seen when exiting a church were often of judgment. 
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sculpted flower surrounded by a nimbus (like that of Ursus), the poem ends above the 

death scene—the end of the poem and the end of the bishop:   

+Behold the decree of God, because you [Ploceanus] did not fear to do wrong 

You are prey for demons, wretch, because thus you deserved. 

Those who oppose us [the regular canons], deluded by the example of the bishop, 

They shall enter into black Tartarus and are scattered with blind terror 

 

+ECCE D[E]I S[AN]C[TIONE]M268 Q[U]IA FALLERE N[ON] TIMUISTI 

DEMONIIS ES P[RAE]DA MISER Q[U]IA SIC MERUISTI 

PRESULIS EXEMPLO SUBEANT NIGRA TARTARA LUSI 

QUI NOS I[M]PUGNANT CECA FORMIDINE FUSI  

 

The poem—written from the perspective of St. Ursus or the canons called by his name—

is addressed to Ploceanus or anyone like him who ―does not fear to do wrong.‖   The 

words invite performance.  The canons may have invoked these words as a curse or 

malediction against their enemies.  If this was indeed the case, the oral performance of 

the curse would cast the canons of St. Ursus as participants in the judgment of Ploceanus 

and their enemies, just like St. Ursus and the Old Testament prophets before him.   

 ―The language of violence,‖ according to Amy Remensnyder, ―branded the 

aggressor as a violator of ecclesiastical sanctuary.‖269  The poem and the dramatic images 

on the capital are an excellent example of just such violent language invoked against 

those who threatened the newly established communal property of the canons of St. 

Ursus.  By attributing the prophecy and poetic curse to their patron saint—in words and 

images—the regular canons could defend the rights of their possessions while 

                                                 
268 Other possible transcriptions include S[AN]C[TU]M, holy man of God; S[A]C[RAMENTU]M, oath of 

God; and S[A]C[ERDOTU]M, priest or bishop of God (referring to either Ploceanus or Ursus).  DI could 

also be transcribed as D[OMIN]I, of the Lord.  Adriano Cappelli expands SCM as SANCTUM (sixth 

through the fifteenth centuries).  Adriano Cappelli, Dictionario di abbreviature latine ed italiane, 6th ed. 

(Milan: Ulrico Hoepli, 1967), 345.  I chose SANCTIONEM because it fits the context.   
269 Remensnyder, Remembering Kings Past, 264. 
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propagating the notion of the holy.270  The dramatic poem and imagery in the sculpted 

vita of St. Ursus served as a material and visual monument at the center of the communal 

space to remind the canons of the power of their saint and their God to defend the 

community during the conflict associated with regularization and beyond.   

 The contrast between St. Ursus and Ploceanus is evident throughout the sculpted 

vita.  St. Ursus is portrayed four times on the capital.  Twice he appears as a medieval 

prophet and priest: first, he performs the powerful miracle of calling forth water from a 

rock; and second, he intercedes for the penitent armor-bearer before Ploceanus.  St. Ursus 

is also depicted twice in a seated posture: first, he engages in an act of charity (and 

justice) among the poor, and second, he holds an open Bible and greets the armor-bearer.  

In contrast, Ploceanus sits in defiant opposition to the saint.  The bishop does not engage 

in speech but clutches the symbol of his authority.  His horned miter reveals his 

wickedness and mirrors the horns on the demons in the death scene.  Ploceanus owns 

expensive horses, commands men of arms, and is involved in worldly affairs.  In short, 

Ploceanus exemplifies the type of secular bishop whom the reformers opposed: a 

―rapacious wolf‖ and ―cruelest invader, rather than a pastor.‖271  One goal of reform was 

to replace secular clergy like Ploceanus with regular canons resembling St. Ursus.   

 The vilification of a bishop seems a strange topic for a bishop himself to sponsor. 

Given that bishops were likely involved in the design of the cloister sculpture, their 

                                                 
270 Felice Lifshitz, ―Beyond Positivism and Genre: ‗Hagiographical‘ Texts as Historical Narrative,‖ Viator:  

Medieval and Renaissance Studies 25 (1999): 95-114., 97 n. 7, 99. 

271 ―…he was not a bishop of pastoral care, but a greedy wolf in the clothing of a sheep, even a most cruel 

invader.  He stood out as a tyrant rather than as a bishop or pastor.‖ (―non pontifex pastoralis cure fuit sed 

sub veste ovis lupus rapax et crudelissimus invasor atque tyranus extitit . potius quam pontifex vel pastor.‖)  

The later vita of St. Ursus (BHL 8453). 
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purpose would not have been to degrade the office of the bishop, but to promote a godly 

candidate for bishop: a man whose life and profession followed reformation ideal, a holy 

man like St. Ursus.272  In fact, it was not a bishop who opposed the regular canons, it was 

the secular canons of the cathedral, as discussed in chapter one.  Depicting the virtue of 

St. Ursus in opposition to the malevolence of Ploceanus, the sculpture was a sanctified 

polemic that established the regular life as superior to the secular life of their brothers at 

the cathedral.  The sculpted vita functioned as an enduring monument to the power of this 

superiority.    

The twelfth-century canons of St. Ursus united their history—their stories—with 

those of their local patron saint.  The vivid depictions of the life of the saint on the marble 

capital portrayed St. Ursus as a model of charity, miraculous power, justice, and sanctity.  

The story of St. Ursus, in turn, was expressed in a visual vocabulary that invoked the 

stories of prophets and apostles from the sacred past.  In the midst of reform, the presence 

of the sculpted vita enabled the regular canons to re-imagine themselves in the image of 

their patron saint as they made the transition from secular to regular canons. 

The sculpted vita is a unique telling of the story of St. Ursus that does not rigidly 

adhere to the textual vitae.  The medieval designers of the sculpture were not illustrating 

texts, they were telling the story afresh in the new medium of historiated capitals.  As a 

result, many elements of the sculpted vita elude an exact, satisfying interpretation today.  

However, just because all aspects of the sculpture are not clear to modern viewers does 

                                                 
272 The promotion of religious canons for bishop seems to have worked since several regular canons of St. 

Ursus became bishops of Aosta in the years that followed reform (see appendix IV). 
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not mean that the images were incomprehensible to the first generations of viewers.  The 

sculptural elements not labeled with tituli—such as the object floating prominently over 

the head of the poor—may have been so common that they needed no explanation.  

Neither were the medieval viewers hindered by the same constraints that limit modern 

scholars accustomed to sequential narratives.  The unanswered questions force scholars to 

engage with all the evidence in order to gain a sense a spiritually saturated world where 

demons can drag a bishop from his bed into the realms of death.  

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, I recall the words of the cloister poet.  The stories of Arnulf and St. 

Ursus were indeed chosen ―appropriately‖ and ―arranged harmoniously‖ on marble 

capitals to adorn the new cloister of St. Ursus.  The regular canons intentionally inserted 

their own stories alongside those of their patron saint to formulate their new lives as 

regulars on authoritative patterns from the sacred past.  The capital depicting the blessing 

of Arnulf invokes the presence of the most important figures in the Aosta reform, visually 

summoning St. Augustine, St. Peter, and St. Ursus to reinforce the reforming efforts of 

Bishop Herbert and Prior Arnulf.  The sculptural vita of St. Ursus establishes the patron 

saint of the regular canons as a powerful prophet and provides an ideal, local apostolic 

model for justice and charity for the newly reformed canons.   
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CHAPTER III 

 

Old Testament Matters:  Jacob and Esau 

 

 

―The dull mind rises to the truth through material things.‖273 

 

- Abbot Suger 

 

 

 In addition to the decidedly local stories of reform in chapter two, the visual 

narrative of the Old Testament patriarch Jacob and his brother Esau appears on capitals 

that line the entire west arcade of the cloister of St. Ursus (capitals 16-22).  This 

extensive visual narrative of the life of Jacob suggests that the medieval regular canons of 

St. Ursus used an Old Testament vocabulary to deal with their tension-filled relationship 

to the secular canons of the cathedral at the implementation of reform.  The medieval 

canons pictured their own story in terms of this narrative from the sacred past, a narrative 

that mirrored the inversion of the social hierarchy that took place in Aosta.  In order to 

explore the significance of the prominent presence of the life of Jacob in the cloister, I 

begin with a synopsis of the biblical story of Jacob and the iconographical context for the 

sculpture.  Examining five capitals, I present the iconographic context, a discussion of 

related texts, and finally, an exegesis of the sculpted images on each capital interpreted 

within the local framework of reform.   

 

 

                                                 
273 ―Mens hebes ad verum per materialia surgit.‖  Abbot Suger inscribed these words in copper-gilt letters 

on the gilded main doors of the church of St. Denis (c.1144)  Abbot Suger: On the Abbey Church of St.-

Denis and its Art Treasures, ed. Erwin Panofsky (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1979), 48.   
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Biblical Narrative of Jacob and Esau  

 The biblical narrative that corresponds to the Jacob program in the cloister 

appears in Genesis 25:21–Genesis 35.  The story begins when the Lord answers Isaac‘s 

prayer for his barren wife Rebecca to have children.  Rebecca becomes pregnant with 

twins who ―jostled each other within her womb.‖  Distressed, she asks the Lord ―Why is 

this happening to me?‖  In reply, she receives a prophecy that two nations are in her 

womb.  One will be stronger than the other, and the ―older will serve the younger.‖274  

The conflict between her sons is evident at their birth.  Jacob emerges from the womb 

grasping the heel of his elder brother Esau.  As they grow, discord between the brothers 

increases. 

 After Jacob deceitfully acquires his father‘s blessing intended for the firstborn 

Esau, Jacob flees from the wrath of his brother to Paddan Aram, the homeland of his 

mother, on the pretense of finding a wife.  During his journey, Jacob has a dream of a 

ladder between heaven and earth, on which the angels of God ascend and descend.  At the 

top of the ladder, God repeats the promise he had given to Abraham and Isaac:  ―I will 

give you and your descendants this land where you are lying ... ‖275  

 When Jacob arrives in the land of his uncle Laban, he meets his cousin Rachel 

and agrees to work seven years for Laban in return for receiving Rachel as his wife.276  

But Laban deceives Jacob.  Laban gives Jacob Leah, Rachel‘s older sister, as his wife and 

                                                 
274 ―…ait duae gentes in utero tuo sunt et duo populi ex ventre tuo dividentur populusque populum 

superabit et maior minori serviet.‖ Gen. 25:23. 
275 Gen. 28:13-15. 
276 ―Quam diligens Jacob, ait: Serviam tibi pro Rachel filia tua minore, septem annis.‖ Gen. 29:18. 
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requires Jacob to work an additional seven years to attain Rachel.  Leah, Rachel, and their 

maidservants bear twelve sons and one daughter to Jacob. 

 After several years of working for Laban, God tells Jacob to return home to the 

land of Canaan.  Jacob surreptitiously leaves Paddam Aram with his wives, children, 

maidservants, and extensive flocks.  Unbeknownst to Jacob, Rachel steals her father‘s 

gods to take with her.  Laban pursues Jacob.  After an encounter with Jacob and an 

unsuccessful search for his gods, Laban allows Jacob‘s departure.  The night before Jacob 

arrives home, he camps alone and wrestles all night with an angel of God.  At daybreak 

the angel touches the socket of Jacob‘s hip to overpower him, injuring Jacob‘s hip.  

When Jacob asks the angel for a blessing, the angel changes Jacob‘s name to Israel.  The 

biblical narrative of the life of Jacob that pertains to the sculpture in the cloister ends in 

Genesis 33 with the peaceful reunion of Jacob (Israel) with Esau.   

Iconographic Context of Jacob Program 

 The visual narrative of Jacob and his brother extends across eleven four-sided 

capitals, situated along a row of alternating single and double columns, covering the 

entire length of the west gallery of the cloister (fig. 31).  Within the local context of 

reform, these images reveal more than a simple account of the Old Testament patriarch.  

The sculptural program was intentionally designed to reinforce the elevation of the 

canons of St. Ursus within the social hierarchy in Aosta; it declared a shift with respect to 

their brothers, the cathedral canons.   

 The sequence of images in the Jacob program does not follow the chronology of 

the biblical narrative.  In the chart below, note that the arrangement of the capitals 
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focuses on the depiction of the reconciliation of the brothers, capital 19, the largest 

capital at the center of the colonnade, rather than on the chronological story of Jacob 

(indicated by the letters A-J).  In the discussion that follows, I focus on five capitals to 

argue that the canons of St. Ursus envisioned themselves in the role of Jacob:  capital 16, 

the birth of Jacob and Esau; capital 16 bis, Isaac‘s blessing of Jacob; capital 17, Jacob‘s 

dream of the ladder to heaven; capital 21, Jacob wrestling with the angel of God; and last, 

capital 19, the family portrait of Jacob and Esau in a brotherly embrace.277 

 

16 17 18 19 20 21 22 
A 

Birth of 

Jacob and 

Esau 

C 

Jacob‘s 

dream of 

the 

ladder to 

heaven 

D 

Laban‘s 

flocks 
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Reconciliation of 

Jacob and Esau 

with their wives, 

children, 

maidservants, and 

flocks 
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Jacob‘s sons 

and daughter 
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Jacob 
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with angel, 
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Rachel, 

and Leah 
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Jacob‘s 

sons 

B 

Isaac‘s 

blessing of 

Jacob, Esau 

hunting, 

Rebecca 

with 

stew278 

E 

Jacob at the 

well with 

Rachel and 

Leah 

G 

Laban 

searches for 

stolen idols 

that Rachel 

hides, Leah 

J 

Jacob‘s 

sons:  

Judah, 

Joseph, 

Simeon, 

Ruben 

West Arcade 

Table II 

Cloister of St. Ursus, Jacob Program, West Arcade 

 

 The Jacob program in the Aosta cloister is more extensive than any extant 

depictions of the patriarch in twelfth-century capital sculpture.  Typically, Jacob‘s life is 

condensed to only a few scenes.  Among the seven surviving Romanesque examples of 

the Jacob narrative, four are dated before or contemporary with the Aosta program.  The 

                                                 
277 In chapter four, I continue the discussion of the Jacob program and reformation ideals with an analysis 

of the depictions of Rachel and Leah as metaphorical binaries for the active and contemplative lives. 
278 This capital was stolen in 1996, but has recently been replaced with a resin cast of the lost sculpture.   
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first is a single capital, circa 1100, in the Cluniac church of St. Révérien in Autun, 

France.  The St. Révérien capital includes four scenes: Isaac‘s blessing of Jacob, Jacob‘s 

encounter with the angel, Jacob‘s dream of the ladder to heaven, and his return home on a 

horse.279  The second depiction of Jacob appears on a single trumeau capital, dated 

between 1120 and 1135, on the west portal of the cathedral of St. Lazare in Autun.  This 

trumeau capital includes three scenes: Jacob‘s journey, his encounter with the angel, and 

his anointing the stone at Bethel.280  The third depiction of Jacob‘s story appears on two 

nave capitals at Vézelay, dated circa 1130-1135, at the church dedicated to Mary 

Magdalen.  The two capitals at Vézelay depict the two blessings:  Jacob‘s wrestling 

match with an angel and the blessing of Jacob by his father Isaac.281  The fourth 

appearance of Jacob is on a single pier made up of four engaged columns, c. 1150-60, at 

the church of Notre Dame in Maastricht, Netherlands.  The Maastricht pier includes six 

scenes: Esau selling his birthright, Isaac‘s blessing of Jacob, Jacob‘s ladder, Jacob 

wrestling with angel, Jacob preparing to meet Esau, and Jacob and Esau‘s meeting.282   

Two additional examples of Jacob cycles created shortly after the Aosta sculpture 

are a double capital in the cathedral cloister in Monreale, Sicily, c. 1178, and a late 

twelfth- to early thirteenth-century capital in the crypt of the church of St. Salvatore in 

                                                 
279 http://www.sacred-destinations.com/france/saint-reverien-church.  Accessed on March 6, 2011. 
280 Index of Christian Art (ICA) database  #000107005, Princeton University. 
281 Kirk Ambrose, The Nave Sculpture of Vézelay: The Art of Monastic Viewing (Ontario: Pontifical 

Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 2006), 296-297. 
282 ICA #000162803.  On a smaller scale, the scene of Jacob‘s ladder, only one scene, is depicted in the 

Salerno ivories dated to the eleventh century, originally mounted on a door with Old Testament narratives 

interspersed among representations of the life of Christ.  See Robert P. Bergman, The Salerno Ivories: Ars 

Sacra from Medieval Amalfi (Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London, England: Harvard University Press, 

1980), pl. 17. 
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Brescia, Italy.  The Monreale cloister cycle includes four scenes depicting Jacob‘s 

journey, his encounter with the angel, Isaac‘s blessing of Jacob, and Jacob‘s ladder.283  

The capital at the church of St. Salvatore in Brescia contains only one scene, Jacob 

struggling with the angel, in a program including depictions of the Archangel Michael 

subduing the dragon, and Samson overcoming a lion.284   

The final and most extensive example of a sculptural narrative of the patriarch is a 

sculpted frieze on a pier in the cloister of the cathedral in Gerona, Spain.  The sculpture 

dates to the second half of the twelfth-century and contains a continuous series of scenes 

including Abraham‘s sacrifice of Isaac, Esau bringing venison to Isaac, Isaac‘s blessing 

of Jacob, Jacob‘s ladder and encounter with the angel merged together, Jacob‘s anointing 

of the stone at Bethel, Jacob at the well and his embrace of Rebecca, and Jacob meeting 

Laban.285  In contrast to the examples listed above, the Aosta program includes eleven 

entire capitals, containing at least 35 individual scenes or portraits dedicated to the story 

of Jacob—from the twins‘ tumultuous birth to Jacob‘s eventual reconciliation with his 

brother.286  I have identified no monuments with sculptural style or composition similar 

to the Aosta capitals. 

                                                 
283 http://cenobium.isti.cnr.it/capitals.php?site=monreale&side=West%20Side&capital=W26Sh100.  

Accessed on March 6, 2011.  
284 ICA #000167907. 
285 ICA #000138319, 000138320, and 000138321.  
286 Peter Mallius, a twelfth-century Vatican canon, stated that the basilica of Old St. Peter‘s in Rome was 

―the source and mirror of all churches, with regard to its arrangement, adornment, and beauty.‖ Herbert 

Kessler, building on this twelfth-century assertion, demonstrates that Old St. Peter‘s was a model for 

church decoration in and around Rome from the time it was built in the late fourth century until its 

demolition in 1506.  From extant sources, Kessler reconstructs the lost scenes portrayed in Old St. Peter‘s.  

The portion of the images related to Jacob include:  1) Isaac ordering Esau to hunt venison, 2) Jacob 

presenting Isaac with savory meats, 3) Esau returning, 4) Jacob‘s dream and anointing of altar at Bethel, 

and 5) Jacob wrestling with the angel.  Herbert L. Kessler, ―Caput et Speculum Omnium Ecclesiarum:‖  



 
150 

 

Capital 16 - Birth of Jacob and Esau 

 The domestic scene of Rebecca [REBECCA] in the act of giving birth to Jacob 

[IACOB] and Esau [ESAV] wraps around one of a pair of capitals—number 16—at the 

north end of the west arcade in Aosta.  On the north side of the capital, a full-figure of a 

midwife [OBSTETRIX] stands with covered hair (fig. 32).  On the east face of the 

capital, Rebecca lies on her side, gazing toward the cloister courtyard, on a curtained bed 

with turned posts (fig. 33).  Rebecca‘s head rests on a pillow with her body wrapped in 

cloth.  This unusual rendering of bedclothes looks like grave clothes, and also appears in 

the cloister sculpture of Mary at the birth of Christ on capital 4, Isaac‘s blessing of Jacob 

on the adjacent capital, and Bishop Ploceanus in bed on capital 32.287  On the south and 

west sides of capital 16, the gaunt and naked newborn twins proceed one after the other, 

directly out of Rebecca‘s swaddled body (fig. 34).  Only Jacob‘s head and torso are 

visible as he emerges from his mother, grasping the heel of his elder brother.  Both 

infants hover in the middle of the capital format above a sculpted flower and circular 

designs. 

                                                                                                                                                 
Old St. Peter‘s and Church Decoration in Medieval Latium,‖ in Old St. Peter’s and Church Decoration in 

Medieval Italy (Spoleto: Centro italiadi studi sull‘alto medioevo, 2002), 45, 55-56, and n. 45 on 56.  Of 

these five scenes, only four partially correspond to the Jacob sequence at Aosta, these are: 1) Esau hunts a 

deer with bow 2) Rebecca, not Jacob presents Isaac with meat 3) Jacob‘s dream, but no anointing of the 

altar, and 4) Jacob wrestling with the angel.  Thus, Old St. Peter‘s (or other sources based on St. Peter‘s that 

are now lost) was not a likely model for the Jacob narrative in the Aosta cloister.  
287 See discussion of Christ‘s garments below.  Rebecca, the Virgin Mary, Bishop Ploceanus, and Isaac are 

all bound in bed clothes.  The infant Christ on capital 4 is also swaddled, but this iconography, common for 

an infant, is not common for adults. I have not yet found comparable monuments outside of the Aosta. 
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Neither the Genesis account of the birth of Jacob and Esau nor medieval exegeses 

of this passage mention a midwife (obstetrix).288  For this reason, the presence of the 

midwife in this sculpture is difficult to interpret.  Although the placement of the infants 

leads the viewer around the capital toward the midwife, the composition separates the 

twins from the midwife with a rendering of a vertical architectural structure.  The 

midwife does not engage in the narrative.  Her isolation on the north face of the capital is 

further emphasized by an enigmatic gesture in which she holds her left wrist with her 

right hand.  This same gesture is found in the portrait of Leah on capital 20 (discussed 

below in chapter four).  In both cases, the gesture emphasizes self restraint, as if to say, ―I 

am not involved, don‘t blame me.‖   

In the biblical account of another birth, Tamar‘s twin boys in Genesis 38:27-30, 

the midwife played a crucial role in determining the first born by tying a scarlet cord 

around the arm of the first child who emerged from the womb.  Midwives were common 

at birth scenes, both in the Old Testament and in the Middle Ages, but the midwife on 

capital 16 does not assist in the birth.  This portrayal of intentional inaction on the part of 

the midwife emphasizes that she neither interfered in Jacob‘s natal striving for 

                                                 
288 No mention exists in Ambrose or Augustine of a midwife related to this story in PL.  The passages in 

PL using the root for obstetrix are primarily in reference to the Egyptian midwives who refused to kill the 

Hebrew children in the story of Moses in Exodus and in commentary on Gen. 38:27-30.  The only 

occurrences of obstetrix in the Vulgate appear in Exod. 1:16-19, the story of the Hebrew midwives; Ps. 28 

(29):9, the Lord is the midwife for the calves; Job 26:13 as a the word in the form of a participal is used for 

the Lord forming a serpent; Gen. 35:17, the midwifes present at the birth of Benjamin and the death of 

Rachel; and Gen. 38:27, birth of Judah and Tamar‘s twins. 



 
152 

primogeniture, nor participated in determining the first born.289  The twins‘ birth was 

prophesied, and Jacob‘s attempt to invert the natural order of birth was ordained by God.   

The depiction of Rebecca in the midst of labor is also unique.  No other sculptural 

depictions of the birth of Jacob and Esau have yet come to light.  The nativity of the 

twins does appear in a few twelfth- and thirteenth-century manuscripts illustrating 

Genesis, but most of these manuscripts picture the twins safely swaddled after their birth.  

The late twelfth-century Pamplona Bible is an exception.  In this Bible illustration, the 

twins are fully dressed; they resemble toddlers, rather than babies, and play around their 

mother‘s bed as Jacob reaches for his brother‘s heel.290  Thus, the unusual inclusion of 

the birth scene in the sculptural program in Aosta was probably due to local concerns 

rather than the imitation of traditional iconography. 

 Early Christian commentary helps elucidate the possible meaning of the 

representation of the birth of Jacob and Esau in the cloister of St. Ursus.  Origen, 

Augustine, and Caesarius of Arles interpret Rachel as a metaphor for the church and the 

tumultuous twins represent two types of people in the church—the good and the bad.  In 

a sermon, Caesarius of Arles elaborates on the two peoples at war in the ―womb of the 

church.‖  According to Caesarius, Esau represents all those who ―are inclined toward 

earthly possessions…whoever wishes to serve God in order to increase in honors or 

receive material profits…‖  And those who belong to Jacob, are they who possess the 

                                                 
289 Yet within the cloister itself on capital 4, a woman—presumably a midwife—appears in the sculpture of 

the birth of Christ, participating in the sculpture by holding back the bed curtains and revealing the scene 

for viewers. 
290 François Bucher, The Pamplona Bibles, vol. 2 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1970), 

pl. 50. Facsimile edition. 
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fruits of the spirit including ―…kindness, faith, modesty, continence.‖291  If the metaphors 

present in these sermons were known in Aosta, the canons of St. Ursus—who took vows 

of continence and relinquished their earthly possessions—would certainly identify with 

Jacob in opposition to their cathedral brothers who maintained private ownership of 

property.  

 Although widely available Christian texts may help interpret the sculpture of the 

twins, the local context of reform provides a more rewarding context.  The papal bulls 

written to confirm the regularization of the canons of St. Ursus mirror the conflict 

between the biblical brothers represented on this capital.  As the documents related to 

regularization of the canons of St. Ursus indicate, the regular canons ―jostled‖ with their 

elder brothers, the cathedral canons, from their very inception.  In other words, the capital 

displays a biblical example of an innate aspiration for primogeniture with which the 

canons of St. Ursus could identify.  The inauguration of the regular life enabled the 

canons of St. Ursus to ―grasp the heel‖ of their older brother.  Just as the birth of the 

biblical brothers foreshadowed a lifetime of familial conflict, the ―birth‖ of the regular 

canons initiated a struggle in the church at Aosta. 

 The social structure in Aosta changed with the implementation of reform.  When 

the canons of St. Ursus adopted a regular life, they aligned themselves with powerful 

allies associated with reform, such as Pope Innocent II, Count Amadeus, St. Hugh of 

Grenoble, and Bishop Herbert.  Although the papal bulls establishing the regular life did 

                                                 
291 Mark Sheridan, ed., Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, vol. 2, Gen. 12:20 (Downers Grove: 

InterVarsity Press, 2002), 147-148.   
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not impart immunity to the canons of St. Ursus, as regularization did in some reform 

communities, the bulls did provide papal protection of communal possessions.  Thus, by 

reforming, the canons of St. Ursus elevated their status with respect to their older brothers 

at the cathedral and within the community at large.  The resulting struggle is reflected in 

this capital.  A century after the initial conception of the regular canons, an arbitration 

document (discussed in chapter five) identifies the two communities of quarreling canons 

as ―uterine sons‖ of the cathedral of the Virgin Mary.  This document further reinforces 

the possibility that the canons of St. Ursus envisioned themselves as the younger yet 

superior sons of their mother church when they conceived of the Jacob cycle.292  The 

conflict of Rebecca‘s ―uterine sons‖ in this sculpture mirrors the struggles of the canons 

of St. Ursus and the cathedral canons at the implementation of reform.    

 Although questions remain regarding the iconography of capital 16, analyzing the 

portrayal of the birth of Jacob and Esau provides tremendous insight into the reformation 

mindset of the canons of St. Ursus.  In order to validate their new status within the 

community, the regular canons cast themselves in the role of the younger son of a biblical 

patriarch.  In order to make sense of the troubling reality of change in a traditional 

society, the medieval canons understood their relationship with the cathedral canons in 

terms of God‘s sovereign order as expressed in the Old Testament.  Thus, the canons of 

St. Ursus shaped their visual environment to reinforce the inversion of the social 

hierarchy with respect to their brothers.   

                                                 
292 Orphée Zanolli, Cartulaire de Saint-Ours (XVe siècle) (Aosta: Bibliothèque de l‘Archivum 

Augustanum, 1975), 343. 
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Capital 16 bis - Isaac’s Blessing of Jacob 

 The adjacent capital that is paired with the depiction of the birth of the twins 

reinforces this inversion with a portrayal of Isaac‘s blessing of Jacob.  On the north face 

of the capital, Esau (ESAV) is shown hunting, his bow pointed at a deer fleeing around 

the capital toward Rebecca (REBECCA, who stands with a dish of food.  But the focal 

scene is Isaac‘s blessing of Jacob on the west side of the capital that faces the cloister 

walk.293  Isaac (ISAAC), swathed in cloth like his wife, lies on a bed with turned posts.  

With his right hand, he reaches around to the south face of the capital to bless Jacob 

(IACOB).294  The horizontal format of Isaac in bed faces the arcade and mirrors 

Rebecca‘s birthing scene on the east side of the capital that faces the cloister garth.     

 While the iconography of the twins‘ birth is unusual, depictions of Isaac‘s 

blessing of Jacob are common.  An array of images have survived in early Christian 

catacomb frescos, manuscript illustrations, Greek and Latin illustrated bibles, mosaics, 

frescos, sculpture, crosses, and chalices from the fourth century to the end of the Middle 

Ages.  Typically, Isaac is portrayed reclining on a bed, as in Aosta, or in some cases, 

sitting on a bench.  Of the six Romanesque Jacob cycles noted above, three include this 

scene, although none of these examples is similar in style or composition to the Aosta 

sculpture.   

                                                 
293 Isaac‘s head is no longer visible due to damage of the sculpture.  For image of replica of capital see,  

http://cenobium.isti.cnr.it/capitals.php?site=aosta&side=West%20Side&capital=W1WB16bis.  Accessed 

May 3, 2011.  
294 This capital was stolen in 1996, but was recently replaced with a resin cast of the lost sculpture 

recreated from photographs. 
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 Early Christian commentary interprets the blessing of Jacob, the younger son, as a 

prophecy that the Christian church would attain the blessing due to the firstborn—the 

Jews.  According to patristic writings, although Isaac was blind, his heart knew that the 

mystery enacted in the blessing of Jacob would be fulfilled in Christ.  Augustine also 

wrote that the blessing of Jacob is a blessing to Christians.295  In typological fashion, the 

Old Testament stories were interpreted in the context of the New Testament.   

 In the context of Aostan reform, the bestowal of the blessing on Jacob instead of 

Esau, continues the metaphor present in the birth scene.  The cathedral canons represent 

the elder son while the canons of St. Ursus represent the younger.  By choosing to adopt 

the superior lifestyle as regulars, the canons inverted the familial hierarchy.  Envisioning 

themselves as Jacob, the canons of St. Ursus could see themselves as receiving the 

greater blessing.  The blessings of regularization included an identity linked to the vita 

apostolica, but the blessings also included monetary wealth that could support a cloister 

filled with marble sculpture. 

 Interpreting the blessing of Jacob on capital 16 together with the blessing of Prior 

Arnulf on capital 35 (discussed in chapter two), the regular canons of St. Ursus saw 

themselves as blessed above the canons of the cathedral. Although capital 16 and 35 are 

not near each other in the cloister arrangement, both capitals depict blessings.  On capital 

16, Isaac blesses Jacob.  On capital 35, Augustine himself, the illustrious saint and 

bishop, blesses Prior Arnulf.  Arnulf‘s blessing is announced by Bishop Herbert, 

confirmed by St. Ursus, and attended by St. Peter himself.  These marble stories of 

                                                 
295 Ancient Christian Commentary, 172-176.  
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blessings suggest that Arnulf, and the regular canons of St. Ursus, were indeed the 

favored sons in Aosta.     

 

Capital 17-Jacob’s Dream of the Ladder to Heaven 

Another capital in the Jacob program portrays one of the most commonly depicted 

episodes of Jacob‘s life, his dream of the ladder to heaven.  On capital 17, Jacob 

(IACOB) is shown sleeping, lying horizontally along the bottom of the capital (fig. 35). 

A vertical ladder (SCALA) rises from behind his body and two winged angels 

(ANG[E]LI), rendered partially in profile, scale the ladder to the top of the capital.  An 

image of the Lord (D[OMI]N[U]S), bearded, nimbed, and bound in cloth, appears to the 

left of the ladder.296   

The dramatic scene of Jacob‘s supernatural encounter is probably the most 

common scene portrayed from the life of the patriarch.  Images of Jacob‘s ladder as a link 

between heaven and earth have survived in catacomb and church frescos, ivories, 

mosaics, liturgical furnishings, Greek and Latin bibles, Psalters, and sculpture.  Four of 

the six Romanesque monuments listed above include a depiction of Jacob‘s dream.   

The Aosta capital representing Jacob‘s dream differs from other monuments 

illustrating the same subject.  The most obvious difference is that the figure of the Lord 

appears at the side of the ladder rather than at the top, as in Genesis.  The limited space of 

                                                 
296 I do not discuss the three other sides of the capital that depict standing figures: Jacob‘s mother 

[REBECCA], isolated on the south face; Jacob himself [IACOB] on the west face, as if setting out on his 

journey with his foot extended outside the capital frame; and an unidentified figure on the east face, 

holding a plant with three leaves.  A single angel ascends another ladder represented on the north face of 

capital 7, presumably a scene of the stoning of Stephen.  This ladder may represent the opening of the 

heavens at Stephen‘s death.  No inscriptions identify the scene on capital 7. 
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capital format itself presents a challenge for the design of this decidedly vertical scene.  

At Monreale, the sculptor of Jacob‘s dream solved the problem by placing a half-circle at 

the top of the ladder to indicate the celestial sphere and thus the Lord.  The St. Revérién 

capital presents an unusual solution to the limitation of space in this format by depicting 

Jacob sleeping in a vertical position, as if he were sleeping standing up; leaving the Lord 

out of the scene completely.  On the double capital at Maastricht, the sculptor merges the 

dream scene with a portrayal of Jacob wrestling the angel on the adjoining capital by 

placing the ladder at an angle between the two capitals.  Even so, only a sphere at the top 

of the ladder represents the presence of the Lord.297  In contrast, the Aosta artist placed 

the Lord in the empty space to the left of the ladder.  Even though the presence of the 

angels prevents the depiction of a sphere at the top of the ladder, the Lord is assigned a 

prominent position.  The Aosta capital thus emphasizes the presence of the Lord as a 

vertical link between heaven and earth, much like the ladder, suggesting a Christological 

interpretation.  

The Aosta portrayal of the Lord as Christ, completely bound in cloth, in the Aosta 

sculpture also differs from typical iconography of Jacob‘s ladder.  Nonetheless, while the 

depiction of Christ wrapped like a mummy is highly unusual in medieval iconography, it 

is at home in the Aosta cloister, echoing the depiction of Rebecca‘s and Isaac‘s 

bedclothes on capital 16.  The cloth strangely binds their arms to their bodies (fig. 37).  

But Christ is not sleeping.  He is not positioned horizontally in a bed, as are Isaac and 

                                                 
297 The extended horizontal format of the capital frieze in Gerona does not pose the same compositional 

problems; even so, the sculptor merges the wrestling scene with the dream scene, thus requiring only one 

angel and the Lord is not depicted. 



 
159 

Rebecca.  Even Jacob, who is sleeping (at the bottom of the ladder), is not wrapped in 

this manner.  Christ‘s clothing does resemble the cloth that partially wraps the body of 

Lazarus in his grave on capital 33 (fig. 36), but the representation of Christ in grave 

clothes in the context of Jacob‘s vision of the ladder is unprecedented.  Christ‘s 

wrappings have the added detail of a beaded collar, a classy addition that distinguishes 

his mummy-like clothing from that of Rebecca, Isaac, and Lazarus.  Regardless of the 

meaning of Christ‘s strange attire in this scene, his presence is prominent.   

Patristic exegeses of Jacob‘s dream focus on Christ.  Three elements—Jacob, the 

Lord, and the ladder itself—are all interpreted as metaphors for Christ.  Augustine 

interprets the ladder in light of Jesus‘ words in John 1:51, ―I tell you the truth, you shall 

see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.‖  

Thus Christ is the ladder ―… reaching from earth to heaven, or from the carnal to the 

spiritual.‖298  Caesarius of Arles interprets the Lord‘s leaning on the top of the ladder as 

Christ‘s hanging upon the cross:  ―…our Lord, the true Jacob, first leaned (occubare) on 

the ladder, that is, the cross…‖299  And like Augustine, Caesarius uses John 1:51, to 

conclude that ―[Christ] himself was sleeping in Jacob, and from heaven he himself called 

to Jacob.‖300  Christ is prominent both in exegesis and in the cloister sculpture.  

The angels on the ladder also inspired many interpretations.  One common 

metaphor is that the angels ascending and descending are preachers.  Augustine asserts 

                                                 
298 Augustine, A Dictionary of Biblical Tradition in English Literature, ed. David Lyle Jeffrey (Grand 

Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1992), 388. 
299 ―…verus Iacob dominus noster prius in scalae, id est cruce occubuit.‖  The verb occubare has the sense 

of leaning as well as dying, thus Jacob leaned on the ladder, but Christ died on the cross.  Caesarius of 

Arles, Sermones, CCSL 103, 359. 
300 ―…ac sic et in Iacob ipse dormiebat, et de caelo ad Iacob ipse clamabat.‖  Ibid.  
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that Paul, and all preachers who preach the truth, are like the angels.  He quotes Paul‘s 

sermons to illustrate the ascent of lofty preaching and the descent of simple preaching as 

to a child.301  Similarly, Caesarius of Arles explains the movement of the angels as 

preachers: ―When God‘s preachers announce deep and profound truths from sacred 

Scripture, which are understood only by perfect ones, they ascend to the Son of Man; 

when they preach matters pertaining to the correction of morals, which all people can 

understand, they descend to the son of man.‖302  Preaching was also an emphasis of 

reformers.  One model for the mixed life of regular canons was the life of the apostles as 

preachers.  Thus, the presence of the angels on Jacob‘s ladder in the cloister would appeal 

to the canons of St. Ursus whose active service throughout the parish likely involved 

preaching. 

In addition, the ascent and descent of the angels on the ladder in medieval 

writings is a metaphor for a mixed life—ascending to contemplation and descending to 

an active life of good works.  A letter written for the canonization of the Augustinian 

canon Gilbert of Sempringham (1083-1190), praised Gilbert for alternating between 

contemplation and action, like the angels who alternately ascended and descended on 

Jacob‘s ladder.  The letter notes that Gilbert turned from contemplative studies to pious 

                                                 
301 Augustine, In Johannis Evamgelium Tractatis, CCSL 36, 80-81. 
302 ―Quando enim praedictores dei de scripturis sanctis alta et profunda, quae nonnisi a perfectis 

intelleguntur, annuntiant, ascendunt ad filium hominis; quando vero illa praedicant, quae ad corrigendos 

mores pertinent, et quae omnis populus intellegere possit, descendunt ad filium hominis.‖ Caesarius of 

Arles, Sermones 87, CCSL 103, 359. 
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activities, and when he was old he enjoyed the pleasures of contemplation after the labors 

of action.303   

 In the context of reform, Anselm of Havelberg, a twelfth-century regular canon, 

attributes metaphorical meaning to Jacob and his wives: 

It is read that Jacob, the father of the twelve patriarchs by means of Rachel 

and Leah, figuring both lives, namely, the active and contemplative, saw 

the Lord face to face, and the angels ascending and descending by means 

of the ladder, [and] contemplated also by divine inspiration the Lord 

himself leaning on the heavenly ladder.304 

 

In this passage, Jacob‘s supernatural encounter is evidence of his contemplation of the 

Lord.  At the same time, Anselm asserts that Jacob‘s marriage to both Rachel and Leah 

indicates his practice of both the active and the contemplative lives.305   

The presence of Jacob‘s ladder in the cloister is significant.  Both the cloister and 

the imagined place in Jacob‘s dream were places of encounters with God.  In Genesis 

28:17, Jacob awoke and exclaimed, ―And trembling, he said: How terrible is this place? 

this is no other but the house of God, and the gate of heaven.‖306  According to Jerome, 

the house of God in this passage represents the Christian Church, and the ―ascending and 

descending‖ on the ladder is the worship of the Church at the gates of heaven.307  In this 

context, the sculpture of Jacob‘s dream could be understood as signifying the cloister as 

                                                 
303 Giles Constable, Three Studies in Medieval Religious and Social Thought: The Interpretation of Mary 

and Martha, The Ideal of the Imitation of Christ, and The Orders of Society (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1995), 106-107. 
304 ―Jacob pater duodecim patriarcharum in Rachel et Lia utriusque vitae, contemplativae scilicet et 

activae, figuram gerens, facie ad faciem Dominum vidisse legitur, et angelos per scalam ascendentes et 

descendentes, ipsum quoque Dominum coelesti scalae innixum coelitus contemplatus fuisse.‖ Anselm of 

Havelberg, Episcopi Epistola Apologetica Pro Ordine Canonicorum Regularium, PL 188:1130A. 
305 See Rachel and Leah as metaphors for religious life in chapter four. 
306 Gen. 28:17.  Douay-Rheims American Edition (1899). 
307 Jerome, in David Lyle Jeffrey, ed., A Dictionary of Biblical Tradition in English Literature (Grand 

Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1992), 388. 
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an ―awesome place‖ where the canons practiced ascending to the gates of heaven through 

acts of contemplation.308  In contrast to the public nature of the cloister at the cathedral, 

the St. Ursus cloister was set apart primarily for the use of the regular canons—a place 

where they could gather for communal acts of ascending the ladder of contemplation. 

Jacob‘s dream inspired a plethora of overlapping metaphors.309  The canons of St. 

Ursus had an immense choice of overlapping images and merged meanings that they 

might attribute to Jacob‘s dream of the ladder.  As Augustinian canons, they daily 

ascended the ladder to contemplation and descended to an active life of good works—

including the good work of preaching.  Just as St. Ursus served as a model of this mixed 

life, so Jacob‘s dream mirrored and reinforced the alternation of the active and 

contemplative lives. 

 

Capital 21 - Jacob Wrestles with an Angel of God 

 Another of Jacob‘s supernatural encounters, his nocturnal struggle with an angel 

of God, is depicted on the west side of single capital 21 (fig. 37).  Jacob (IACOB) is 

shown struggling with a winged angel (ANG[E]L[U]S) in a long robe.  The figures 

engage each other with both arms so that the fight resembles an embrace.  Jacob‘s 

exclamation in Genesis 32:30 that he saw God ―face to face‖ (Vidi Deum facie ad faciem) 

                                                 
308 The regular canons would have prayed and read in the cloister in the same way as a monk; however, the 

canons, as priests, would also have spent time outside of the cloister serving in parish churches and pilgrim 

hospices.  
309 These are not the only metaphors attributed to Jacob‘s ladder.  Jacob‘s ladder was also a metaphor for 

spiritual growth and meditation in the sixth-century Benedictine Rule. 
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is expressed in the meeting of their faces, yet both turn their gazes outward toward the 

viewer.  

 In the biblical narrative, this encounter results in two transformations.  When 

Jacob demands a blessing, the angel changes Jacob‘s name to Israel with the words, 

―Your name will no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, because if you have been strong 

against God how much more will you prevail against men‖ (―…nequaquam, inquit, Iacob 

appellabitur nomen tuum, sed Israel: quoniam si contra Deum fortis fuisti, quanto magis 

contra homines praevalebis‖), suggesting that Jacob would prevail against his brother the 

next day.  However, the angel not only blessed Jacob but also injured Jacob‘s hip, 

causing Jacob to limp.  Both of these transformations—the name change and the injury—

are illustrated in the portrait of Jacob carved in high relief on the north side of the capital 

(fig. 38).  Although the sculpture is damaged, Jacob‘s new name, Israel (ISRAHEL), 

remains.  And Jacob holds a walking staff to indicate his hip injury and resulting limp.    

 This immensely popular scene of Jacob‘s intense encounter with the angel was 

reproduced in many formats throughout the Middle Ages.310  All the Romanesque 

capitals featuring the iconography of Jacob (listed above) include his angelic struggle, 

although the examples at Maastricht and Gerona merge Jacob‘s vision of the ladder with 

his encounter with the angel.311  Some of these medieval portrayals emphasize the 

                                                 
310 In addition to Romanesque sculpture, Jacob‘s encounter with the angel also appears in a variety of other 

formats including: the fourth-century ivory Brescia casket, eleventh- and twelfth century sculpture at Trani 

and Modena, a mosaic in the Palatine chapel in Palermo, a badly damaged twelfth-century fresco at the 

church of St. John at the Porta Latina in Rome, several eleventh and twelfth-century illustrated bibles and 

Octateuchs, a late-thirteenth century cross of Constantine, and multiple books of hours. 
311 The only other monument that records Jacob‘s name change appears in a late-twelfth century mosaic in 

the nave of the Palatine chapel in Palermo, Sicily.  Jacob wrestles with a nimbed angel and the 
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intensity of the confrontation and Jacob‘s refusal to let the angel escape.  At Monreale 

(Sicily), Vézelay (France), and St. Lazare (France) the conflict between the two figures is 

fierce.312  In the St. Lazare depiction, Jacob grabs the angel‘s robe with two hands; on the 

Monreale capital, Jacob lunges toward a nimbed angel who is fleeing, and at Vézelay, 

Jacob grabs the clothing of a nimbed angel who has gathered up his clothing to flee while 

he blesses Jacob with his right hand.    

 In contrast, at Maasttricht, St. Révérien, and Brescia, the meeting between Jacob 

and Esau is quite amicable, even friendly.313  The figures rest their heads on each other‘s 

shoulders or stand together side-by-side.  Such is the case at Aosta.  Although the 

iconography of each of these examples differs from the depiction of the same scene at 

Aosta, Jacob and the angel‘s encounter in the Aosta cloister is more of an embrace than a 

struggle, an embrace that prefigures Jacob‘s reunion with his brother on capital 19.   

 The dramatic story of Jacob‘s encounter with the angel of God understandably 

attracted much comment by patristic and medieval writers.  In these writings, Jacob 

represents the Jewish people, Christ, those who persecuted Christ, the church, or 

Christians who struggle with their relationship with God.  The injury Jacob suffered is 

interpreted to prefigure the passion of Christ, the struggle of individual Christians, or the 

                                                                                                                                                 
accompanying inscription states: IACOB LVCTATVR CV(M) ANGELO VT BENEDICAT ANGEL(US) 

BENEDICIT EI VR (sic) ISRAHEL VOCABERIS.  ICA # 000126903 
312 For images see, at Monreale cloister, see west side of capital # W26Sh100 at: 

http://cenobium.isti.cnr.it/capitals.php?site=monreale&side=West%20Side&capital=W26Sh100.  Accessed 

May 11, 2011. For nave sculpture at St. Magdalene, Vézelay, France see, Ambrose, The Nave Sculpture of 

Vezelay: The Art of Monastic Viewing, capital 29.  And for capital at St. Lazare in Autun, France see, ICA# 

000107005. 
313 The depiction of the wrestling scene as an embrace is found in the illustrated Pomplona Bible at Amiens 

and the portal sculpture at Trani.  In the Amiens Bible illustration, Jacob and the angel rest their heads on 

each other‘s shoulders. 
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desire of the Church to see and know God.314  The blessing indicated by the change of 

Jacob‘s name to Israel, became a metaphor for the blessing given to those who seek to 

see God.  In this context, Jacob‘s meeting with the angel in the Aosta cloister might 

reasonably be interpreted to signify the canons‘ struggle to seek God.  Given the presence 

of Rachel and Leah (metaphors for the contemplative and active lives) on the south and 

east faces of this same capital, Jacob‘s encounter with the angel of God may represent the 

attempt to see God by embracing these contrasting approaches to religious life.   

 The portrayal of Jacob‘s struggle with the angel resembles an uneasy embrace, 

rather than an intense conflict.  Seen in the context of reform in Aosta, Jacob‘s embrace 

with the angel also informs the depiction of Jacob‘s tension-filled embrace with his 

brother Esau on capital 19.  Interpreting these two capitals in tandem suggests that the 

relationship of the canons of St. Ursus with their brothers at the Aosta cathedral was 

fraught with tension.  

 

Capital 19 – Jacob and Esau Reunite 

 The reconciliation of Jacob and Esau in Genesis 33:1-20 appears at the center of 

the west gallery on capital 19, one of the largest columns in the cloister and the only 

capital in the rectangular format (except for those on the corner piers).  The figures are 

rendered static, as if posed for a family portrait.  On the north face of the capital, 

(IACOB) and Esau (ESAV) embrace (fig. 39).  Even without the inscriptions, Esau is 

                                                 
314 Ancient Christian Commentary, 218-219.  ―…during the struggle you are Jacob, but after your faith in 

the blessing for which you prayed you are Israel.‖ Hilary of Poitiers, On the Trinity, Ibid., 222. 
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readily identifiable by the abundant curly hair on his head, face, and neck.  To the left of 

the brothers stand Jacob‘s wives, Leah (LIA) and (RACHEL), and three smaller figures, 

possibly one maidservant, or Dinah, and two of the younger sons (FILII) (fig. 40).  The 

family portrait continues to the right of Jacob and Esau with maidservants (ANCILLE) 

on the northwest corner.315 

 The west face of the capital depicts eight male figures identified as the families of 

Jacob and Esau (FAMILIA ESAU / FAMILIA IACOB) (fig. 41).  The line-up of sons is 

divided in the middle with three on the left gesturing toward their rightand four on the 

right gesturing toward their left.  Two figures with curly hair like Esau stand among those 

that resemble Jacob, suggesting an intermingling of the biblical families.  The last son on 

the right holds a lash for herding three camels (TURMA CAMELORUM) around the 

south side of the capital (fig. 42), and the flock of herd animals (GREX PECORUM), two 

                                                 
315 A prominent figure on the northwest corner of the capital under the inscription (ANCILLE) is curious.  

She wears a head covering and heavy cloak like a maidservant, but her vestments are similar to those worn 

by bishops Augustine and Herbert on capital 35, complicating her identification as a simple maidservant. 

She gestures with the palm of her left hand facing outward; her hand is large and rendered in detail.  This 

gesture is common in the iconography of the Annunciation when the Virgin Mary greets the angel; a scene 

commonly accompanied by the words stating ―I am the handmaiden of the Lord.‖  But the curious figure on 

capital 19 is obviously not the Virgin as she is not nimbed.  She is not a patron either, as she has none of 

the typical characteristics of a patron, according to art historian Lila Yawn (email dated June 13, 2010).  

Paolo Papone asserts that this figure is the maidservant Bilhah who was raped by Jacob‘s son Rueben and 

that her gesture represents the shame of this act as expressed by Isaac‘s curse of Rueben instead of 

Rueben‘s attainment of the blessing of the firstborn (Gen. 35:22 and Gen. 49:3-4).  Papone supports this 

interpretation by noting that a figure on capital 20, whom he identifies as Dinah, the daughter of Jacob who 

was also raped, makes the same gesture.  Papone, Teologia pastorale e iconologia: l’interpretazione del 

chiostro romanico di Sant’Orso in Aosta (Roma: Pontificia Universita Lateranense Pontificio Instituto 

Pastorale Redemptor Hominis, 2009), 233.  But, this interpretation does not explain the curious vestments 

of the corner figure on capital 19.  Thus, I have not resolved the identity of this prominent figure to my 

satisfaction. 



 
167 

sheep and two goats, on the east side of the capital (fig. 43).  The richly depicted animals 

signify Jacob‘s vast wealth.316  

 The reunion of Esau with Jacob was not illustrated as frequently in the Middle 

Ages as the more dramatic scenes of Jacob‘s ladder and his wrestling match with the 

angel.  Prior to the thirteenth century, extant monuments of the reconciliation of the 

brothers are limited to a small number of illustrated Bibles, a mosaic at Santa Maria 

Maggiore in Rome (almost entirely lost), and a Romanesque double capital at the church 

of Notre Dame in Maastricht, Netherlands.  In the Maastricht capital, the brothers kiss as 

they embrace.  None of these images are similar to the Aosta capital.317   

 Yet within the context of the Jacob cycle at Aosta, the iconography of the 

embrace closely resembles Jacob‘s struggle with the angel on capital 21 (fig. 37).  The 

angel is clearly identified by the inscription and wings; however, the placement of their 

arms and the posture of the figures on capital 21 is almost identical to the embrace of the 

brothers at their reunion on capital 19.  Even though the biblical narrative of these 

encounters indicates that the figures met ―face to face,‖ the figures on both capitals turn 

their heads to face the viewer rather than each other.  The similarity between the two 

capitals—19 and 21—suggests that the embrace of Jacob and Esau was troubled and the 

wrestling with the angel was fraternal.   

                                                 
316 The reunion of Jacob and Esau did not inspire much commentary in the patristic period.  Ancient 

Christian Commentary, 225. 
317 The image of two men embracing in fraternal concord is not unique to the reunion of Jacob and Esau.  

The iconography of the embrace of Peter and Paul also stands as a symbol of spiritual brotherhood 

beginning in the early Christian era.  Just as the topos of two men embracing was intended to communicate 

―political harmony‖ during the Tetrachic period, the embrace of Peter and Paul illustrated ―concordia 

fratrum.‖ Herbert Kessler, Old St. Peter’s and Church Decoration in Medieval Italy (Spoleto: Centro 

italiano studi sull‘alto medioevoe, 2002), 116. 
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 The uneasy reunion of the biblical brothers reflects a similar tension between and 

a desire for unity among the cathedral canons and the canons of St. Ursus in Aosta.  The 

canons of St. Ursus competed with their elder brothers, the cathedral canons, within the 

hierarchy of power in Aosta.  Contemporary documents (discussed in chapter one) 

support this interpretation of the uneasy peace between the uterine brothers Jacob and 

Esau and the uterine brothers of the mother church in Aosta.     

 God‘s blessing of Jacob expressed in the biblical narrative is made visible in the 

sculptural rendering of Jacob‘s extensive entourage on this capital.  Jacob‘s sons, 

daughter, wives, maidservants, camels with ornate saddles, and plump sheep and goats, 

fill the capital space around the remaining two sides of this enormous pillar.  The sculptor 

in word and image suggests vast herds of animals.  The rich carvings of the herd animals 

assert the immense wealth of Jacob and thus the wealth of the canons of St. Ursus.  This 

central sculpture depicts, indeed foretells, the material and spiritual blessings that God 

would ultimately bestow on the canons of St. Ursus, just as God blessed the younger 

sibling in the story of Jacob.  The fact that the canons of St. Ursus could afford such a 

rich array of marble sculpture to fill the cloister suggests that they had already received 

material blessings as a result of their reformation into regular canons.  The biblical story 

of Jacob and his extensive material wealth justified the communal wealth of the canons of 

St. Ursus.  
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Arrangement of the Jacob Program 

 The very arrangement of the capitals along the west gallery argues for an 

intentional focus on capital 19, the fraternal embrace, and thus a local concern for a 

peaceful resolution to conflict.  The Jacob cycle does not follow the chronology of the 

biblical narrative (see chart above).  Rather, the visual narrative was purposefully 

reordered to place the reunion of Jacob and Esau at the center of the narrative (a simple 

reading would run from left to right or north to south).  I have found no other such 

rearrangement in medieval monuments depicting the story of Jacob.    

 The two capitals (17 and 21) depicting Jacob‘s dream and his struggle with the 

angel of God illustrate supernatural events in which the earthly and heavenly worlds 

converge.  The dream is depicted on the first single capital on the left, number 17, and the 

struggle with the angel is located on the first single column on the right, number 21.  The 

sculptures depicting both spiritual encounters frame the central representation of the 

human encounter of Jacob and Esau, which appears on an exceptionally large capital, 

compared to the others in the program.  The purposeful symmetry, large size, and 

distinctive rectangular format of capital 19 distinguish the depiction of the fraternal 

embrace as the focus of the west gallery.   

 

Conclusion 

 The selection of content for the Jacob program indicates the regular canons‘ 

contemporary concerns at the time of reform.  Beginning at the birth of Jacob (the 

inception of fraternal conflict), and ending with the fraternal embrace, the program was 
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designed specifically to communicate fraternal conflict and resolution in the local 

context.  The Jacob program may have been created at the time when Prior Arnulf was 

elected bishop of the cathedral in 1152.  If this was the case, these capitals commemorate 

not only a ―blatantly triumphalistic‖ political victory for the regular canons, but also the 

conflict present at the initiation of reform.318  The Jacob program justified and confirmed 

the choice of Arnulf instead of a secular canon as bishop.  The material depiction of 

wealth (capital 19) in the immense herds of animals represents the advantages of electing 

the prior of St. Ursus as bishop. 

 The sculpted stories of Jacob and Esau in the cloister of the college of St. Ursus in 

Aosta mirror the tension that often accompanied the implementation of reform.  Just as 

the biblical brothers Jacob and Esau fought for dominance, so the regular canons of St. 

Ursus competed with their elder brothers for primacy or at least parity within the 

hierarchy of power in Aosta.  By adapting the visual vocabulary of an Old Testament 

patriarch, the canons of St. Ursus validated this inversion of the social hierarchy and 

reinforce their identity within the community.   

The survival of a complete sculptural program, in situ, tied firmly to the first 

generation of regular canons, offers a rare opportunity to explore reformation ideals in a 

local setting in the twelfth-century.  These stories, reified in marble, shaped the interior 

world of the regular canons in order to helping them make sense of their new lives and of 

the tension that accompanied regularization.  The sculpture enabled an embodied and 

visual encounter with the sacred past that made sense of the medieval present.  Thus, the 

                                                 
318 ―smaccatamente trionfalistici.‖  A theory proposed by Paolo Papone.  Ibid., 237. 
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stories of Jacob literally shaped the identity of the religious lives of the medieval canons, 

not only in the twelfth century, but for future generations. 
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CHAPTER IV 

 

Matter and Metaphor:  

Biblical Binaries in the Cloister Sculpture in Aosta 

 

 

―The active life pertains to the love of neighbor,  

but the contemplative life to the love of God‖ 319  

 

- Isidore of Seville 

 

 

 The stories of St. Ursus and Jacob are not the only stories that inhabit the cloister 

of St. Ursus.  In this chapter, I explore the visual narratives of two pairs of biblical 

sisters—Leah and Rachel, and Martha and Mary—in terms of what I call ―biblical 

binaries.‖320  I argue that the sisters represent more than their traditional roles in the 

biblical narratives.  The patron(s) of the sculpture, possibly the Augustinian canons 

themselves, chose these particular biblical binaries for inclusion in the cloister due to 

their long-established role as metaphorical representations of the active and 

contemplative aspects of religious life.  These biblical pairs served as a medium in which 

to formulate the social and spiritual responsibilities of the regular life: the love of 

neighbor and the love of God.  These metaphors, carved in stone, became material 

metaphors that reflected and reinforced the new lives that the regular canons had 

undertaken.  

                                                 
319 ―Activa namque vita pertinet ad dilectionem proximi, contemplative vero ad dilectionem Dei.‖  St. 

Isidori hispalensis episcopi, Liber de Variis Quaestionibus (Madrid: Typis Augustinianis Monasterii 

Escurialensis, 1940), 137-138. 
320 The order in which the names of the sisters appears is intentional; this is the same order—Leah before 

Rachel, and Martha before Mary—as they are engraved on the sculpture in the cloister of St. Ursus. 
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 I divide this chapter into four parts, beginning with an explanation of my 

approach to the sculpture of Leah and Rachel, on the one hand, and Martha and Mary, on 

the other, as material metaphors.  Each set of sisters then appears in its own section that 

includes the textual framework for the medieval understanding of the biblical pair as a 

metaphor for the active and contemplative lives as well as my interpretation of the 

sculpture within this context.  I conclude with an analysis of the insights gained by using 

the sculptures of these women to think about the implementation of reform in Aosta.  The 

mere process of examining the metaphorical meaning of these sculpted binaries should 

enable us to gain a glimpse of how the regular canons envisioned their religious life in the 

twelfth century.   

 

Methodology and Metaphor   

 Metaphor is a literary concept typically defined as the transference of a word or 

phrase that ordinarily designates one thing to designate something else—something 

different.321  Metaphor is a method by which the meaning of a word ―carries over‖ into 

another form to facilitate comprehension.322  Linguistic metaphors arise due to ―inherent 

problems in the precise relationship between a world of words and a world of things, 

                                                 
321 Christopher Tilley‘s Metaphor and Material Culture (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1999) inspired my 

use of metaphor to understand the material representation of medieval textual metaphors that represent the 

active and contemplative lives.  As an archeologist and anthropologist, Tilley uses metaphors, for the most 

part, to extract meaning from utilitarian artifacts (such as canoes, axes, or other objects not intentionally 

created to impart deeper meaning) in the absence of texts.  In contrast, I propose that the sculpture in Aosta 

was intentionally created to stimulate the mind and impart meaning within the context of a rich textual 

history. 
322 See definition and etymology of the word ―metaphor‖ in Oxford English Dictionary (online version 

November 2010) http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/viewdictionaryentry/Entry/117328.  Accessed 

on March 6, 2011. 
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events and actions.‖323  Through metaphorical language, a word or concept takes on a 

more memorable form in order that complex ideas may be grasped.324 

 Metaphors are fundamental to systems of belief.325  According to anthropologist 

James Fernandez, the reason that people engage in religious belief is the desire to change 

themselves and their world—to imbue their lives with meaning and a sense of 

connectedness.326  Matters of relatedness are essential.  Metaphors used in religious 

persuasion and performance help relate earthly life to spiritual matters.  They function to 

restore individuals to the wholeness of community and to establish a sense of 

interconnectedness between themselves and things.327  Linguistic metaphors and the 

images they evoke function to formulate and stimulate the experience of community, 

wholeness and unity.328  The desire for this interconnectedness of people and things is 

evident in the rule of Augustine.  The rule refers to Acts 4:32 and 35 with respect to 

living together in community and having all things in common.329  The ideal was not a 

rejection of the material.  Sharing ―things‖ was part of community.  In the case of the 

Augustinian canons in Aosta, living together meant sharing a space filled with sculpture, 

or ―things.‖  I argue that these material metaphors, carved in stone, aided the canons‘ 

understanding of their collective experience and established their identity as a community 

                                                 
323 Tilley, 6. 
324 Ibid., 7-8. 
325 Ibid., 10.  For a summary of the definition of belief and its long and complicated history see Donald S. 

Lopez, Jr. in ―Belief,‖ Critical Terms for Religious Studies, ed. Mark C. Taylor (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1998), 21-35. 
326 James W. Fernandez, Persuasion and Performances: The Play of Tropes in Culture (Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press, 1986), 23. 
327 Ibid., 191.   
328 Ibid., 199-207. 
329 Attributed to Augustine, Regula Ad servos Dei, PL 32:1377-1384. 



 
175 

at the inaugural moment when they undertook the common life dedicated to both 

contemplation and acts of charity.  

 In this chapter, I argue that textual, material, and embodied metaphors gave form 

to the concepts of the active and contemplative lives of the regular canons in medieval 

Aosta.  First, written texts in the Middle Ages employed biblical binaries.  Martha and 

Mary, and Leah and Rachel are two such examples.  Though scripture did not designate 

these pairs as metaphors, medieval writers used these biblical binaries to explain how 

religious men and women might live spiritual lives in the physical world.  The biblical 

pairs provided metaphorical models for the medieval understanding of the relationship 

between the active life of a priest (preaching, pastoring, and taking care of the poor) and a 

contemplative life dedicated to meditation, worship, and prayer.   

 Second, I assert that metaphorical language was intentionally transferred into 

material metaphors in the sculpted images of biblical figures on capitals in the cloister of 

the college of St. Ursus.  The patron and/or artists condensed layers of meaning in 

medieval texts about the contemplative and active lives into material metaphors based on 

authoritative models from the sacred past  They distilled these ideas into things.  The 

sculpture became a tangible and visual metaphor mediating between the non-verbal and 

verbal, between thoughts and experience.  These vivid and memorable images facilitated 

the canons‘ reflection on the active and contemplative experience of religious life.330   

                                                 
330 For the role of memory in the Middle Ages, see M. T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: 

England 1066-1307 (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 1999) and Mary Carruthers, The Book of Memory: 

A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).  Regarding the 

role of memory and material metaphors see Tilley, 8.   
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 Third, I argue that the material nature of the sculpture encouraged the somatic 

experience of the metaphors.  The sensual experience of material objects mediated 

abstract thought and in turn solidified the canons‘ collective experience.  The images 

functioned to engage their imagination and inform the lived reality of their ―mixed life.‖  

The metaphors extended beyond language and thought to influence religious experience.  

If belief is defined as a state of mind that results in action or practice, then it is reasonable 

to assume that the religious belief of the Aosta canons involved the embodied practice 

both of contemplation and acts of charity.  Moreover, the sculpture was always available 

as a visual reference to stimulate and reinforce praxis.   

 I propose that the three types of metaphors—textual, material, and embodied—

worked together to reinforce the identity of the regular canons in Aosta.  The medieval 

writers whom I discuss below transformed pairs of authoritative biblical figures into 

textual metaphors that the Aosta canons inherited.  In turn, the patrons and/or artists of 

the cloister sculpture condensed these texts into powerful material metaphors.  Finally, 

somatic experience of the material metaphors affected individual behavior, reinforcing 

the individual and collective identities of the regular canons.  They not only inherited the 

authoritative textual metaphors now expressed in the sculpture but also vowed to 

experience, in actuality, the mixture of contemplation and action in their own lives.  By 

means of metaphorical language and the distillation of this language into material objects, 

the canons imbued their collective religious experience with meaning originating in 

authoritative biblical patterns. 
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Leah and Rachel  

 Leah and Rachel, an Old Testament sibling pair, are depicted together four times 

on historiated capitals in the visual narrative of Jacob and Esau that occupies the entire 

west arcade of the cloister.  Medieval writers as early as Augustine had engaged a variety 

of elements from the lives of Leah and Rachel to create memorable metaphors.  The 

sequence in which Jacob obtained his wives, the beauty of Rachel in contrast to Leah, 

and the comparison of Leah‘s fecundity with Rachel‘s barrenness, all became metaphors 

for the complexities of religious life.331  Leah and Rachel were almost as prominent as the 

sisters Martha and Mary, in spite of the fact that the biblical narrative itself contains no 

references to the deeper meaning of the sisters‘ lives.332  In the section that follows, I 

examine the many layers of textual metaphors related to Leah and Rachel—in scripture, 

patristic, and medieval writings—as background for understanding the meaning of the 

images of the sisters in the Aosta cloister.   

 In the biblical narrative, as outlined in the previous chapter, Jacob meets Rachel 

for the first time at a well when he helps her water her father‘s sheep.333  Jacob 

immediately falls in love with Rachel and arranges to take her as his wife.  But Rachel‘s 

father, Laban, deceives Jacob by giving him Leah, his oldest daughter instead, and makes 

Jacob work seven additional years to obtain Rachel as his second wife.  Leah is ―weak 

                                                 
331 Other common metaphors for the Old Testament stories of Jacob and his wives include Jacob as a type 

of Christ, Rachel as a metaphor for the Gentiles or the church, and Leah as a symbol for Jews or the 

synagogue.   
332 Giles Constable, Three Studies in Medieval Religious and Social Thought: The Interpretation of Mary 

and Martha, The Ideal of the Imitation of Christ, and The Orders of Society (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1995), 10.  Giles Constable wrote the seminal work on the medieval interpretation of 

Leah and Rachel and Mary and Martha in the Middle Ages.   
333 See Gen. 25:21–Gen. 35.   
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eyed‖ but exceptionally fruitful.  Rachel is beautiful, although initially barren.  Jacob, 

however, loves Rachel.  

 Patristic exegesis of this narrative set the stage for the medieval understanding of 

Leah and Rachel as metaphor for the complexities of religious life.  The less-desirable 

Leah represented the active life, while the beautiful and beloved Rachel embodied the 

contemplative life.  The sequence of Jacob‘s marriages thus signified that action must 

precede contemplation.  Jacob‘s desire to wed Rachel corresponded to one‘s initial 

longing to love God through the contemplative life.  Jacob‘s marriage instead to Rachel‘s 

homely sister Leah, represented the active and laborious life that must precede a life of 

contemplation.    

 Augustine interprets the very names of Leah and Rachel in terms of this temporal 

sequence.  The name Leah means laboring (laborans) and represents the period of time in 

which one labors, that is, the present, active life.  In turn, the name Rachel signifies the 

―visible beginning‖ (Visum principium), or the ―Word by which the beginning was seen‖ 

(Verbum ex quo videtur principium).  Jacob‘s first wife represents the active life of labor, 

a life of imperfect vision (infirmis oculis).  The imperfect wife must precede marriage to 

the beloved wife of beautiful appearance (pulchra specie), who represents the perfect life 

of contemplation of the vision of God in eternity.  Augustine thus used the sibling 

binaries of Leah and Rachel to explain the progression from the earthly to the heavenly 

and from the temporal to the eternal.334   

                                                 
334 Augustine, Contra Faustum Manichaeum, 42:0432.  For English translation see, Roland J. Teske and 

Boniface Ramsey, trans., Answer to Faustus, a Manichean (Hyde Park: New City Press, 2007), 333-334.  
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 Gregory repeats Augustine‘s etymology of the names of Jacob‘s wives, explicitly 

linking them to the active and contemplative lives:  ―And what is denoted by Rachel but 

the contemplative life?  What is denoted by Leah, but the active life?‖335  Gregory then 

interprets the sequence of the marriages and the appearance and fruitfulness of Leah and 

Rachel with respect to the two lives: 

Whence Rachel is beautiful but barren; Leah is weak-eyed, but fruitful.  

Because without a doubt, when the mind seeks the ease of contemplation, 

it sees more, but it generates fewer children for God.  But when it directs 

itself to the labor of preaching, it sees less, but it bears more. Therefore, 

after the embrace of Leah, Jacob comes to Rachel, because every one 

[who is] perfect is first joined to an active life for the purpose of 

productivity, and afterwards is joined to the contemplative [life] for the 

purpose of rest.336 

 

Gregory interprets the two expressions of religious life as a sequence and evaluates the 

benefits and drawbacks of each of Jacob‘s marriages.  Preaching, symbolized by Leah, 

may not be as attractive as contemplation, but it is more productive in terms of converts: 

children of God.  The contemplative life, symbolized by Rachel, may be more attractive, 

but it is not as productive in terms of converts.  According to Gregory, the lives, like the 

wives, are ideally undertaken in sequence:  ―The time for action is first, contemplation 

last.‖337 

                                                 
335 ―Et quid per Rachelem, nisi contemplativa; quid per Liam, nisi activa vita designatur?‖  Gregory the 

Great, Expositio in Librum B. Job, CCSL 143, 330 and PL 75:0764B. 

336 ―Unde et Rachel pulchra, sed sterilis; Lia autem lippa [est], sed fecunda, quia nimirum mens cum 

contemplandi otia appetit, plus videt, sed minus Deo filios generat; cum vero ad laborem se praedicationis 

dirigit, minus videt, sed amplius parit. Post Liae ergo complexus ad Rachelem Jacob pervenit, quia 

perfectus quisque ante activae vitae ad fecunditatem jungitur, et post contemplativae ad requiem 

copulatur.‖  Ibid. and PL 75:0764BC. 
337 ―Actionis namque tempus primum est, contemplationis extremum.‖  Ibid., CCSL 143, 329. 
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 The embrace of worldly affairs was a reality for Gregory.  In a letter dated 590, 

the pope expresses his love for Rachel who ―sees the light more acutely,‖ but in his 

pastoral role, Gregory himself is compelled into a marriage with Leah.  Although he 

loves the ―beauty of the contemplative life,‖ Gregory must pursue the less attractive life 

of active ministry.338  In this personal application of his relationship with the sisters and 

the lives they represent, Gregory adds the metaphor of light and darkness since Leah was 

surreptitiously joined to Jacob by night.   

 Isidore of Seville, Bede, and Rabanus Maurus conveyed the teachings of the 

Church Fathers about Leah and Rachel into the Middle Ages.339  These seminal authors 

repeat both Augustine‘s etymology of the names of the sisters and his understanding of 

their significance as metaphors for the active and contemplative lives.  In Liber de variis 

quaestionibus, attributed to Isidore, the author clearly states that Leah ―mystically 

signifies the active life‖ and ―Rachel delineates the contemplative life.‖  This passage 

repeats the patristic interpretation of the sisters by connecting their contrasting fecundity, 

appearance, and eyesight to aspects of contemplation and action.340  Likewise, Rabanus 

                                                 
338 The entire passage of Gregory reads:  ―Contemplativae vitae pulchritudinem velut Rachelem dilexi 

sterilem, sed videntem ac pulchram, quae etsi per quietem suam minus generat, lucem tamen subtilius 

videt.  Sed, quo iudicio nescio, Lia mihi in nocte coniuncta est, activa videlicit vita, fecunda sed lippa, 

minus videns quamvis amplius pariens.‖ Gregory the Great, CCSL, 140:1.5.   
339 Isidore, Sententiarum Libri Tres, PL 83:0689C–0691C; Rabanus Maurus, Commentariorum in 

Genesim, PL 107:0598C–0602D and 0596 A; and Bede, In Pentateuchem Commentarii, PL 91:0254D-

0255D. 
340 ―Lia, the wife of Jacob, mystically signifies the active life, who, although she might be prolific in 

children, nevertheless, because of the care of this world, the things of God she is not able to discern clearly. 

However, Rachel who is regarded to have been barren in sons, but nevertheless beautiful in face, delineates 

the contemplative life, because the contemplative life, free with respect to the actions of the world, is made 

visible only by contemplation.  (―Activam vitam mystice significavit Lia uxor Jacob, quae licet foecunda 

foret in prole, tamen prae sollicitudine saeculi huius, ea quae Dei sunt clare cernere non valet. 

Contemplativam vero vitam liniavit Rachel, quae sterilis in filiis fuisse perhibetur, sed tamen pulca facie, 
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Maurus‘ exegesis of the Book of Ruth in the Glossa treats the attributes of the sisters as 

metaphors for the complexities of religious life.341  Thus, the metaphors established by 

the Church Fathers were mediated through Isidore, Bede, and Rabanus to the Middle 

Ages.     

 The reformer-monk, Peter Damian (c. 1007-1072), expanded on the patristic 

etymology of Leah and Rachel‘s names to elaborate on the progression from the active to 

the contemplative life.  In his treatise on the two lives, Damian explains that Jacob did 

not labor even a single day on account of his desire for Leah, but subjected himself to 

fourteen years of servitude for Rachel alone.  Jacob only tolerated the laborious Leah 

(laborans) so that he might rest in the ―embraces of beautiful Rachel.‖  Thus, according 

to Peter Damian, the labor of the active life is a necessary prelude to achieve the quiet of 

contemplation where one might hear the word (verbum) of God and see the vision of 

                                                                                                                                                 
quia contemplative vita, in quantum a mundi actibus libera, tantum contemplatione conspicua fit.‖)  See 

Isidore of Seville (attributed), Liber de variis quaestionibus, 49, ed. P.A.C. Vega and A.E. Anspach 

(Scriptores ecclesiastici hispano-latini veteris ed medii aevi, 6-9) (Madrid: Typis Augstinianis Monasterii 

Escurialensis, 1940), 137-145 on active and contemplative lives. 
341 “Rachel. Spe internae contemplationis habens internam intelligentiam veritatis. Unde, Rachel bona 

facie, et pulchra specie, quam amat omnis pie studiosus, et propter hanc servit Laban, qui interpretatur 

dealbatio, quam comparat gratiae Dei qui dicit: Quod si fuerunt peccata vestra sicut Phoenicium, tanquam 

nix dealbabuntur (Isa. I). Liam. Actio hujus vitae in qua vivimus laboriosa est ex fide, et incerta, quo exitu 

perveniat ad utilitatem eorum quibus consulere volumus. Ipsa est Lia prior uxor Jacob, quae infirmis oculis 

fuisse memoratur.‖ Glossa Ordinaria, PL 113:0538A.  Interestingly, the writer of the glosses on Genesis in 

the Glossa Ordinaria interpreted Leah and Rachel as metaphors for the church and synagogue and the 

Gospel and Law, rather than metaphors for religious life.  Ann Matter notes that the glosses to Ruth, and 

many of the historical books of the Bible, are made up of running selections of commentary by Rabanus 

Maurus. E. Ann Matter, ―The Church Fathers and the Glossa Ordinaria,‖ The Reception of the Church 

Fathers in the West: From the Carolingians to the Maurists, ed. Irena Backus (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 83-

112. 
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beginning (visum prinicipium).342  Throughout this treatise, Peter Damian repeatedly 

asserts that contemplation comes only after the practice of many types of labors.343   

 Another common pattern of religious life in the twelfth century was the 

alternation between the active and contemplative lives.  The bishop of Le Mans, 

Hildebert of Lavardin (c.1100-1158), recommends following Jacob‘s example of 

alternating his time between two wives, for ―it is better to enjoy a respite in the pleasing 

embrace of Rachel between the unpleasant nights with Leah.‖  Hildebert describes this 

―running between Rachel and Leah‖ as a ―mixed‖ (permistio) life—a life in the ―middle‖ 

(medium) of both lives.344  The cares of the active life are more tolerable, according to 

Hildebert, when interspersed with times of contemplation.   

 Augustinian canons promoted just such a ―mixed‖ life.  As hybrids of monk and 

priest, they supported a life incorporating the best elements of each sister.  The 

Augustinian canon, Richard of St. Victor (d. 1173), quotes the famous monk-pope 

                                                 
342 ―Lia interpretatur laborans; Rachel, verbum, sive visum principium. Sed si Scripturam diligenter 

attendimus, nec uno quidem die servisse Jacob propter Liae desiderium reperimus, sed per totas illas 

annorum hebdomadas pro sola Rachel servituti subjacuit; insuper et ipsam Liam ad illius intuitum toleravit. 

Quis enim ad Deum idcirco convertitur, ut labores et aerumnas, ac tentationum certamina patiatur? Omnis 

enim Deum quaerentis intentio hoc sperat, ad hoc spectat, ut ad requiem quandoque perveniat; et in 

summae contemplationis gaudio, velut in pulchrae Rachel amplexibus requiescat; videlicet ut per verbum 

quod audit, scandat ad videndum principium quod quaesivit.‖  Peter Damian, De Perfectione Monachorum, 

PL 145:0303B-0304A. 
343 ―…sed haec requies sic acquiritur, si prius homo diversis certaminum laboribus exercetur.‖  Ibid.   
344 ―Si inter Liam discurris et Rachelem, melius agis….Melius tamen est sedendi vicibus, administratoriam 

distinguere sollicitudinem, et inter taediosas Liae noctes, grato Rachelis amplexu respirare.  Fit ex hac 

permistione compendiosus ad superos discursus.‖  Hildebert of Lavardin, Epistola 22, PL 171:0200CD.  

See also, ―Contemplativam vitam, charissime frater, atque activam, aliquando quidem in eodem, aliquando 

autem in diversis separatas invenies. Quod ut nobis sacrae ac mysticae demonstrent historiae, Jacob 

deducatur in medium, cui Rachel et Lia, typus scilicet utriusque vitae, simul nupsisse comprobantur, etc.‖  

ibid., PL 171:0198D [PL attributes this letter to Hildebertus Cenomanensis (Bishop of Le Mans), though 

Hildebert was born in Lavardin and later became bishop of Tours.  See 

http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Catholic_Encyclopedia 

_%281913%29/Hildebert_of_Lavardin.  Accessed April 10, 2010.] 
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Gregory‘s advice to rectors who:  ―ought not, on account of the care of neighbors, 

postpone the contemplation of God, nor on account of the contemplation of God, neglect 

the care of neighbors.‖345  Neither the contemplative life nor the active live—neither 

Leah or Rachel—should be neglected.  Another Augustinian, Gerhoh of Reicherberg 

(1093-1169), discusses the mixed life with mixed metaphors that include Leah and 

Rachel:  

However, a bishop chosen from among monks, and promoted among the 

ranks of clerics, is sometimes allowed to enjoy the embraces of Rachel 

with Benedict [monastic life], sometimes to follow the fruitfulness of Leah 

according to his petrine office [clerical life]: he is able in his days and 

times of rest, to wear the monastic habit without clerical vestments.346  

 

Gerhoh employs several binaries to discuss the mixed life: Benedict and Peter, 

monk and cleric, monastic habit and clerical vestments, and Leah and Rachel—to 

allow the bishop-monk to enjoy the best of both lives, resting in the embrace of 

Rachel and laboring in the fruitfulness of Leah.  

 All of these texts, from the patristic through the twelfth-century writings, indicate 

that religious men chose two women—Leah and Rachel—as metaphors to explain the 

complex balance involved in living the religious life.  The Augustinian canons in Aosta 

certainly had access to patristic texts even if they did not know the work of their twelfth-

century contemporaries.  Thus, it is reasonable to suppose that the regular canons of St. 

                                                 
345 ―Et (ut ait beatus Gregorius): ―Rector non debet propter curam proximi, postponere contemplationem 

Dei: nec propter contemplationem Dei negligere curam proximi.‖  Author uncertain, attributed to Richard 

of St Victor, Sermo 35, PL 177:0982D-0983A. 

346 ―Episcopus autem ex monachis electus, et inter clericos provectus, cui aliquando conceditur frui 

amplexibus Rachelis cum Benedicto; aliquando vero fecunditatem de Lia sectari ex Petri officio, per dies et 

tempora suae quietis potest absque vestimento clericali sanctum monachilem habitum gerere.‖ Gerhoh of 

Reicherberg, De Aedificio Dei, PL 194:1269A. 
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Ursus were keenly aware of Leah and Rachel as a metaphor for religious life.  The four 

sculptural images of the sisters created specifically for the canons of St. Ursus confirm 

that they not only knew about these texts, but that they transformed these ideals into 

material metaphors to populate the cloister at the heart of the college.   

 The progression from Leah to Rachel, from the active to the contemplative, is 

particularly interesting in the context of the first generation of regular canons in Aosta.  

The canons of St. Ursus saw themselves as Jacob.  Having previously been joined to 

Leah as active priests, they had now chosen fully to embrace Rachel and the 

contemplative life of the cloister.  In this way, they could enjoy both the fecundity of 

Leah and union with the beautiful Rachel.  The metaphor of the sisters was particularly 

useful as the regular canons established their identity in contrast to the secular canons of 

the cathedral who led primarily active lives.  Since the reforms of the eleventh-century, 

the model of the mixed life was considered superior.  The depictions of Leah and Rachel 

at the center of their communal space enabled the regular canons to re-imagine 

themselves in this new hybrid life.  The patrons of the cloister sculpture, whether bishops 

Herbert or Arnulf, or the canons themselves, were all Augustinian canons, and as such, 

they intentionally shaped their interior world to reflect and reinforce their new religious 

life. 

 

Material Metaphors of Leah and Rachel 

 Despite the importance attributed to Leah and Rachel in patristic and medieval 

texts, extant Romanesque sculpture of the life of Jacob typically contains few references 
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to his wives.  The visual narrative of the patriarch frequently is condensed to Isaac‘s 

blessing of Jacob, Jacob‘s dream of the ladder to heaven, or his wrestling match with the 

Angel of God.  The focus is on Jacob, not his wives.   

 In contrast, the sculptural program of the life of Jacob in the Aosta cloister, as 

discussed in the previous chapter, is by far the most extensive extant sculptural narrative 

of the patriarch in the twelfth-century, extending across all eleven capitals of the west 

arcade (fig. 31).  The wives of Jacob figure prominently in the Jacob program, appearing 

together four times on capitals 18, 19, 20, and 21 (see chart below).  The significant 

presence of Leah and Rachel in this intimate space created specifically for the 

Augustinian canons of St. Ursus indicates the authority of the sisters‘ model for the 

mixed life of action and contemplation. 

 

16 17 18 19 20 21 22 
A 

Birth of 

Jacob and 

Esau 

C 

Jacob‘s 

dream of 

the 

ladder to 

heaven 

D 

Laban‘s 

flocks 

K 

Reconciliation of 

Jacob and Esau 

with Leah and 

Rachel, children, 

maidservants, and 

flocks 

F 

Jacob‘s sons 

and daughter 

H 

Jacob 

wrestles 

with angel, 

his name is 

changed to 

Israel, 

Rachel, 

and Leah 

I 

Jacob‘s 

sons 

B 

Isaac‘s 

blessing of 

Jacob, Esau 

hunting, 

Rebecca 

with 

stew347 

E 

Jacob at the 

well with 

Rachel and 

Leah 

G 

Laban 

searches for 

stolen idols 

that Rachel 

hides, Leah 

J 

Jacob‘s 

sons:  

Judah, 

Joseph, 

Simeon, 

Ruben 

West Arcade 

Table III Cloister of St. Ursus, Jacob Program, West Arcade 

 Entering the west arcade from the nave of the church the canons would see Leah 

and Rachel together for the first time on capital 18, one of a pair of capitals that depict 

                                                 
347 This capital was stolen in 1996, but has recently been replaced with a resin cast of the lost sculpture.   
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the meeting of Jacob and Rachel (fig. 44).  In this prominent position on the north face of 

the capital, easily viewed from the cloister walk, Leah and Rachel stand side-by-side as if 

waiting for Jacob, who appears on the west face of the capital, to remove the cover from 

a well (PUTEUS) so Rachel can water her flocks.  Rachel‘s flocks are depicted on the 

remaining two sides of the capital (fig. 45).  The immense size of the flocks is evident 

since the male and female goats, sheep, rams, and pigs not only occupy this capital but 

also overflow to all four sides of the double capital facing the cloister garth.  The animals 

are stacked on top of each other, filling the entire surface of the capital.     

 The artists and patrons clearly intended this sculpture to communicate more than a 

simple illustration of the biblical narrative.  First, in Genesis, Rachel‘s flock consists only 

of sheep, but the Aosta sculpture features a great variety of herd animals, possibly 

representing the types of animals present in local alpine pastures at the time.  Since the 

profusion of animals represents the wealth of Rachel‘s family, the rewards of a union 

with Rachel are evident at her first encounter with Jacob.348   

 Second, the mouth of the well in Genesis 29:2 was closed by a large stone, yet in 

the sculpture Jacob lifts a seemingly light-weight, small lid from a well (it may have been 

a replica of a local well, or even the well in the cloister garth).  Rachel could easily have 

managed to lift this covering without Jacob‘s help.  The artist/patron adjusted the image 

to communicate to the local audience. 

                                                 
348 The immense number of animals is repeated, and even expanded, at the center of the visual narrative 

depicting Jacob‘s return to Canaan (as discussed below). 
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 Third, the composition of the capital sculpture does not represent an actual 

encounter.  Jacob and Rachel stand on different sides of the same capital.  Jacob appears 

on the west side of the capital and Rachel appears on the north, directing her gaze not 

toward Jacob, but northwards.  While the depiction of a well [PUTEUS] between Jacob 

and Rachel clearly communicates which episode of the story the artist intended to 

portray, the placement of the two characters on different sides of the sculpture suggests a 

more complex interpretation of the Aosta sculpture.  In typical depictions of this scene, 

Jacob embraces Rachel.  In the twelfth-century sculpture in the cloister of the Gerona 

cathedral in Spain, Jacob and Rachel stand together in the scene at the well, and embrace 

in the next scene.  Instead, the composition of this scene in the Aosta cloister isolates 

Leah and Rachel from Jacob.  

 Fourth, and most importantly for the purposes of this chapter, Leah stands beside 

Rachel in the sculpture.  Leah is not typically present in medieval iconography of this 

scene.  In the biblical narrative, Jacob did not learn of the existence of Rachel‘s elder 

sister until after Laban invited Jacob to their home; Leah certainly was not at the well 

when Jacob first encountered Rachel.  In addition, biblical Leah was not married at this 

point in the story, as her head-covering in the capital sculpture suggests.  For these 

reasons, I propose that Leah and Rachel appear together in the scene at the well because 

the sisters are more than biblical characters, they are material metaphors for the mixed 

life of the Augustinian canons.  They embody the scriptural exegesis that I have 

described above. 
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 The tituli along the upper border of the capital (LIA / RACHEL) indicate that 

Leah stands on the left and Rachel on the right.  Yet even without the tituli it is obvious 

which figure is Rachel.  The artist did not choose to render Rachel‘s beauty in accordance 

with the statement in Genesis 29:17 that Leah had weak eyes and Rachel had a beautiful 

face/appearance (―Lia lippis erat oculis Rachel decora facie‖).  Instead, Leah and 

Rachel‘s eyes and facial features are almost identical.  Stylistically, the facial features of 

most of the figures in the cloister sculpture, male or female, are similar.   

 Although akin in gesture, stance, and facial features, Rachel‘s beauty is expressed 

in the sculptural details of clothing and hair.  Her clothing is slightly more ornate than 

Leah‘s.  The beaded neckline of Rachel‘s dress is visible and her dress is not covered 

with a cloak, as is Leah‘s.  But the most obvious difference between the sisters is 

Rachel‘s hair.  Leah‘s hair is covered, but Rachel‘s is not.349  Rachel is portrayed as a 

maiden with long, wavy hair that flows freely over her shoulders.  A braided garland 

decorates her hair, encircling the crown of her head.  These simple details communicated 

Rachel‘s beauty and the beauty of the contemplative life to the medieval canons in 

contrast to her sister‘s homeliness.350  These differences are slight, just as the mixed life 

of the canons does not emphasize the benefits of one life as opposed to the other.  The co-

existence of the two lives is evident not only in the viewer‘s initial introduction to the two 

sisters in the sculptural narrative, but also in the remaining three depictions, in which 

both women appear almost identical.  

                                                 
349 Note the focus on depictions of hair in the sculptures of Martha and Mary below.   
350 The differences between the sisters may have been more evident if the sculpture was originally painted.  

Unfortunately, the knowledge of whether or not the white marble was painted has been lost. 
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 Proceeding along the west arcade from north to south and reading the capitals 

from left to right, the chronological order of the visual narrative is interrupted to focus on 

the story‘s grand finale, the reunion of Jacob and Esau (as discussed in chapter three).  

On the north face of capital 19 depicting the reunion, Leah and Rachel again stand side-

by-side, this time with their sons, maidservants, the two brothers, and possibly Leah‘s 

daughter Dinah (LIA / RACHEL / FILII / JACOB / ESAU / ANCILLE) (fig. 40).  The 

family portraits (FAMILIA ESAU / FAMILIA JACOB) extend around to the west face 

of the capital.  Jacob‘s wealth is evident not only in his acquisition of wives, servants, 

and sons, but also in the crowd of camels and flock of herd animals (TURMA 

CAMELORUM / GREX PECORUM) that encircle the remaining two sides of the 

sculpted capital.  While the focus of this portrayal is the peaceful reunion of the two 

brothers and their families, the fruitfulness of Jacob‘s marriages is also evident.   

 In this extended family line-up, the sisters are rendered identically: their gestures, 

garments, posture, and even their head coverings are the same.  Only by the tituli can 

viewers distinguish Leah from Rachel.  The two women and the two lives they represent 

are rendered as equal.  The fact that Leah and her maidservants gave birth to more sons 

than Rachel and her maidservants is not the focus.  Although the active life signified by 

Leah was more productive, the contemplative live signified by Rachel produced two of 

Jacob‘s most beloved sons.  At the end of the story, both women and both lives were 

fruitful.  

 The French cleric, Hugh of Fouilloy (c. 1111-1172) equated Jacob‘s return home 

with the mixed life.  In his treatise, On the Cloister of the Soul, Hugh writes: ―Jacob 
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returns with Rachel and Leah when someone going forth with the desire of working 

rightly, is united to the active and contemplative life.‖351  Jacob combines both lives by 

physically and metaphorically returning home with both wives.  He does not leave Leah 

behind with Laban.  The presence of both sisters in the sculpted family portrait reinforces 

the culmination of the life-long pursuit of the active and contemplative lives.  Jacob‘s 

arrival home in the presence of both Leah and Rachel represents the engagement of both 

the work of ―going forth‖ (gradiens) and the contemplative act of desire (desiderium).   

 Leah and Rachel are represented together once again on the double capital 20, 

which depicts an episode of Jacob‘s secret flight from his father-in-law Laban (Genesis 

31:14-55) (figs. 46-47).  When they flee from Laban, Rachel steals her father‘s idols.  

When Laban comes to look for the idols, Rachel hides them in her saddlebag in her tent, 

and sits on top of the idols. Laban searches both Leah and Jacob, looking for his stolen 

idols, to no avail.  Then Laban searches Rachel‘s tent.  In the sculpture of this episode, 

the image of Rachel is not easy to see due to its location between the double capitals.  

She appears inside a tent sitting on the stolen idol (IDOLU(M)).  The idol is rendered 

simply as a head.  The scene continues around the corner to the north face of the capital 

where Laban pulls back the tent door to search for his idol.   

 Rachel‘s unbecoming theft of pagan idols had many curious interpretations in the 

Middle Ages.352  According to Gregory, in his exposition on Job, Rachel signifies the 

church.  He uses Psalm 127:2, ―Arise, after you have sat down,‖ to explain that the 

                                                 
351 ―Cum Rachel et Lia Jacob revertitur quando aliquis desiderio bene operandi gradiens, activae et 

contemplativae vitae sociatur.‖  Hugh of Fouilloy, De Claustro Animae, PL 176:1064B. 
352 See Moshe Greenberg, ―Another Look at Rachel‘s Theft of the Teraphim,‖ Journal of Biblical 

Literature 81 no. 3 (September 1962), 239-248.   
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posture of sitting itself signifies humility after penitence.  Thus, Rachel covers the idol by 

sitting to signify that through Christ the church covers its vices by humbly sitting after 

repentance.  From Psalm 32:1, ―Blessed are they whose iniquities are forgiven, and 

whose sins are covered,‖ Gregory derives the notion that sitting symbolizes the church 

pressing down and covering the sins of covetousness with penitence.353  Obviously, it is 

difficult to explain how Rachel, as a biblical character or as a metaphor (of the church or 

of the contemplative life), is both a thief and suspect idol worshipper.  Rather than invent 

their own explanations, Isidore of Seville, Rabanus Maurus, and Walafrid Strabo simply 

repeat Gregory‘s convoluted justification for Rachel‘s theft of the idols.354   

 The story of the stolen idol does not figure prominently in medieval exegesis or 

iconography.355  Neither is Rachel‘s theft readily visible in the Aosta sculpture.  Just as 

Rachel hides the idol, this scene is also hidden between two columns—not easily seen by 

a viewer, even with great effort.  Laban also has difficulty inspecting Rachel‘s tent.  He 

stands on the north face of the capital lifting the fabric of the tent.  Rachel sits around the 

corner in the darkness between the two capitals.  Although the hidden idol can be seen 

                                                 
353 ―… ea Rachel sedendo cooperuit. Per Rachel quippe, quae et ovis dicitur, Ecclesia figuratur. Sedere 

autem, est humilitatem poenitentiae appetere, sicut scriptum est: ―Surgite postquam sederiti‖ (Psal. 127:2). 

Rachel ergo idola sedendo operuit (works), quia sancta Ecclesia Christum sequens terrenae concupiscentiae 

vitia poenitendo texit (weaves). De hac coopertione vitiorum per Psalmistam dicitur: ―Beati quorum 

remissae sunt iniquitates, et quorum tecta sunt peccata‖ (Psalm 32:1). Nos igitur Rachel illa signavit, qui 

idola sedendo premimus, si culpas avaritiae poenitendo damnamus.‖ Gregory I, Expositio in Librum B. Job, 

PL 76:0564AB   
354 Isidore of Seville, Quaestiones in Vetus Testamentum, PL 83:0265; Rabanus Maurus, Commentariorum 

in Genesim, PL 107:0607B; and Walafridus Strabo, Liber Genesis, PL 113:0158C. 
355 The only other entry for Rachel and the idols in the Index of Christian Art online database, besides 

Aosta, is a miniature in a twelfth-century Byzantine Greek manuscript of the Octateuch from 

Constantinople, now in Rome (gr. 746).  
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from the south side of the capital, the idol is totally hidden from the north—Laban‘s point 

of view.  

 Although Leah is not mentioned in Gregory‘s exegesis of this passage, she is 

present in the Aosta depiction.  Leah (LIA) stands aloof, outside Rachel‘s tent, on the 

south face of the capital, free of guilt in the matter of the stolen idol.  She wears a long 

dress and voluminous cloak clasped with a square broach.  Her appearance is almost 

identical to her depiction on capital 19 except that she grasps her right wrist with her left 

hand—a curious gesture.  Another figure, presumably Jacob, stands isolated on the west 

face of the capital wearing an unusual fur cloak and flanked by two stylized trees.  Jacob 

is clearly free from any involvement in his wife‘s surreptitious actions.   

 It is peculiar that this scene, with all its interpretive difficulties, is represented at 

all in the cloister.  The portrayal emphasizes the point that Jacob and Leah are not 

implicated in the theft and the culprit, Rachel herself, is hidden from view.  What is 

interesting for my purposes is that Leah and Rachel are again depicted together in this 

scene.  In spite of the fact that Rachel is the only sister implicated in the theft, Leah is not 

omitted.  The two sisters are depicted together once again, indicating that they represent a 

material binary, rather than simply historical characters.   

 The final appearance of Leah and Rachel in the cloister sculpture is on the single 

capital 21 (figs. 48-49).  Each wife occupies a different side of the capital.  Leah (LIA) 

stands on the east face.  Holding her left hand across her body near the waist, she places 

her right hand over her chest and outside her cloak.  Similarly, Rachel (RACHEL) stands 

on the south face with gestures that mirror Leah‘s.  She places her left hand on her chest 
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and her right hand across her waist.  Both women wear head coverings; their faces and 

headdresses are almost indistinguishable.  Only the tituli identify the women.  At the 

corner of the capital, the women are separated by a vertical, twisted, ornate column 

terminated at each end with a small head.   

 As discussed in chapter three, the central, focal scene on this capital is the 

struggle between Jacob and the angel (IACOB / ANGS) on the west face; it is one of the 

most commonly illustrated scenes of the life of Jacob in medieval iconography.  The 

outcome of the struggle appears on the north face of the capital.  Jacob stands with the 

help of a staff, indicating the dislocated hip that the angel inflicted on him during their 

struggle.  The name Israel (ISRAHEL) is inscribed at the top of the capital, the name that 

Jacob receives, along with the blessing, after his nocturnal battle with the angel. 

 The presence of Leah and Rachel, together with the images of Jacob‘s 

transformation into Israel, further supports the interpretation of the women as material 

metaphors rather than mere historical figures.  First, Genesis does not mention Leah and 

Rachel in the account of Jacob‘s nocturnal struggle with the angel.  Second, and most 

important for my argument, a handful of medieval writers list Leah and Rachel as binary 

metaphors for the active and contemplative lives in tandem with Jacob‘s transformation 

into Israel.   

 One twelfth-century writer, possibly the Augustinian canon Hugh of St. Victor, 

includes Leah and Rachel, as well as the New Testament sisters, Martha and Mary, along 

with Jacob and Israel in a long list of people, places, and things that represent the active 

and contemplative lives:  
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Indeed, there are two types of men according to these two allowable practices:  

the practice of building goes to the contemplative, the practice of upholding, to 

the active.  These are two types of lives and two peoples and two testaments:  

Leah and Rachel, Jacob and Israel, Zion and Jerusalem, Peter and John, Mary and 

Martha, left and right, wool and linen, barley and grain, water and wine etc…356 

 

Clearly binaries are important to this writer; the two pairs of sisters and Jacob and Israel 

are only select examples among many binary metaphors that he uses for the two 

expressions of religious life.  Richard of St. Victor also includes Jacob and Israel along 

with the pairs of biblical sisters in a list of binaries that illustrate the progression from the 

active to the contemplative life:  ―… rising above so that he might make himself Jacob 

from Israel, Rachel from Leah … Mary from Martha …‖357  Since Leah and Rachel are 

not present in the biblical narrative or in the iconography of Jacob‘s nocturnal struggle 

with the angel of God, it is clear that their atypical inclusion on the Aosta capital holds 

deeper meaning.  I suggest that the sisters were purposefully included to emphasize their 

metaphorical significance:  the dual responsibilities that the Augustinian canons practiced 

toward God and toward man.  

                                                 
356 ―Duo enim sunt genera hominum secundum has duas exercitationes licitas, aedificantes ad 

contemplativos, sustentantes ad activos. Hae sunt duae vitae, et duo populi, et duo testamenta: Lia et 

Rachel, Jacob et Israel, Sion et Jerusalem, Petrus et Joannes, Martha et Maria, sinistra et dextra, lana et 

linum, hordeum et frumentum, aqua et vinum, etc.‖ Attributed to Hugh of St. Victor, De Triplici 

Exercitatione, et Quibus Active et Contemplative Vitae Figurantur Nominibus, PL 177:0483B. 
357 ―…se levans super se fiat ex Jacob Israel, ex Lia fiat Rachel, ex Phenenna fiat Anna, ex Martha fiat 

Maria…‖  Richard of St. Victor, Sermo 35, PL 177: 0972C.  In addition, another biblical binary for the 

active and contemplative lives, that of Peter and John (according to Constable), is curiously missing in the 

sculptural program of the Aosta cloister.  Although medieval writers commonly used Peter and John to 

embody the mixed life—Peter as the active life and John the life of contemplation—this decidedly male 

and apostolic metaphor is not present in Aosta.  Peter does appear in the foundation sculpture in the 

company of St. Ursus as co-titular of the college, nor is John among the other apostles portrayed in the 

cloister sculpture—at least he is not identified by tituli.  Certainly, Peter and John do not appear in the 

cloister together as a material metaphor for the mixed life. 



 
195 

 The decision to depict the sisters, not once but four times in the cloister sculpture, 

was more than the minimum necessary to visualize the Jacob story.  Recall also, that the 

iconography of Leah and Rachel in the Aosta cloister is by far the most extensive 

Romanesque depiction of the sisters.  The appearance of Leah (in Rachel and Jacob‘s 

first encounter) and the depiction of both wives (in the portrayal of Jacob‘s nocturnal 

struggle with the angel), are particularly unusual.  Finally, the sisters always appear 

together in the Aosta sculpture.  Together, these elements prove that their depictions do 

not merely illustrate the biblical narrative, instead they exemplify memorable metaphors 

of the dual nature of religious life. 

 The metaphors of Leah and Rachel would have been particularly attractive to the 

first generation of Augustinian canons in Aosta.  The exegetical progression from one to 

the other echoed their own religious lives:  having first married Leah as priests, with the 

implementation of reform, they also chose to embrace Rachel and take on a more 

monastic and contemplative life.  In contrast to the secular canons of the cathedral, who 

were bound only to the bleary-eyed Leah, the canons of St. Ursus embraced the superior 

model of the mixed life.   

 

Martha and Mary 

 Leah and Rachel are not the only biblical binaries represented in the cloister 

sculpture; Martha and Mary, the New Testament siblings, are also present.  Although 

scripture, patristic, and medieval writings, including legends, portray Mary separately 

from her sister Martha, for the purposes of this chapter I focus on the sisters as a pair 
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since the St. Ursus cloister capitals present them as such.  Martha and Mary appear 

together three times in the Gospels.  In Luke 10:38-42, Martha is busy preparing a meal 

for Jesus and his disciples in her home, while her sister Mary sits at Christ‘s feet and 

listens to his teaching.  Martha asks Jesus to reprimand Mary for not helping her serve 

(ministerium), but the Lord answers, ―Martha, Martha, you are worried and troubled 

about many things: But one thing is necessary (unum est necessarium).  Mary has chosen 

the best part (optima pars), which shall not be taken away.‖358  Christ‘s response to 

Martha became a crucial passage for the metaphorical interpretation of Martha and Mary 

in the Middle Ages.  

 Gregory the Great, and other patristic and medieval authors, conflated Mary of 

Bethany (the sister of Martha) with Mary Magdalene and the unnamed, penitent woman 

who anointed Christ (Luke 7:36-50) into a single Mary.359  The scriptural accounts do not 

identify the woman who anointed Christ as Mary Magdalene.  But Luke describes the 

unnamed woman who pours perfume on Christ‘s feet as a sinner and since Luke 8 

describes Mary Magdalene as a sinner, the unnamed woman and the two Marys became 

                                                 
358 ―factum est autem dum irent et ipse intravit in quoddam castellum et mulier quaedam Martha nomine 

excepit illum in domum suam  et huic erat soror nomine Maria quae etiam sedens secus pedes Domini 

audiebat verbum illius Martha autem satagebat circa frequens ministerium quae stetit et ait Domine non est 

tibi curae quod soror mea reliquit me solam ministrare dic ergo illi ut me adiuvet  et respondens dixit illi 

Dominus Martha Martha sollicita es et turbaris erga plurima  porro unum est necessarium Maria optimam 

partem elegit quae non auferetur …‖ Luke 10:38-42, Vulgate. 
359 Constable, Three Studies, 6-7.  This merging of Marys was prevalent in the western church until 1518 

when Jacques LeFèvre de‘Étaples proposed their separate identities.  The Life of Saint Mary Magdalene 

and of her Sister Saint Martha: A Medieval Biography, trans. David Mycoff (Kalamazoo: Cistercian 

Publications, 1989), 1.  On Jacques LeFèvre de‘Étaples see, E. F. Rice Jr., ―Jacques LeFèvre de‘Étaples 

and the Medieval Christian Mystics,‖ Florilegium historale. Essays in honor of Wallace K. Ferguson, ed. J. 

G. Rowe and W. H. Stockdale (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1971) and Jacques LeFèvre 

de‘Étaples, The Prefatory Epistles of Jacques Lefévre d'Etaples and Related Texts, ed. E. F. Rice Jr. (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1972).  
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one woman, Mary Magdalene.360  Thus, the discussion that follows assumes that 

Martha‘s sister Mary is a conflation of all three Marys found in the gospels.    

 We learn that Martha and Mary live in Bethany in the narrative of the resurrection 

of their brother Lazarus in John 11:1-44.  In this story, the sisters send word to Jesus that 

their brother is sick.  The author notes that Jesus deeply loves the sisters and Lazarus, but 

by the time Jesus arrives in Bethany, Lazarus has been dead for four days.  Martha runs 

to meet Jesus and Mary falls at his feet weeping.  Together with the disciples, they all 

proceed to the tomb where Christ raises Lazarus from the dead.  After the dramatic 

resurrection of Lazarus, John 12:1-8 describes a dinner given in honor of Jesus in 

Bethany.  Martha serves at a meal attended by Jesus, the disciples and Lazarus.  Mary, 

again at the feet of Christ, anoints his feet with expensive and fragrant oil and wipes them 

with her hair.361   

 Although only a few scriptural passages refer to the sisters as a pair, Martha and 

Mary are prominent as both historical and metaphorical figures in the writings of the 

early Church Fathers.  According to Giles Constable, medieval writers did not doubt the 

historical truth of the stories of the sisters.  Yet they also believe that ―a deeper reality lies 

                                                 
360 Although an extensive bibliography exists for the legends of Martha and Mary, especially for Mary 

Magdalene, the largest part of the scholarship focuses on the later Middle Ages.  For Mary Magdalene see 

also, Katherine L. Jansen, ―Mary Magdalen and the Mendicants: The Preaching of Penance in the Late 

Middle Ages,‖ Journal of Medieval History 21 (1995), 1-25; Jansen, The Making of the Magdalen:  

Preaching and Popular Devotion in the Later Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000); 

Ingrid Maisch and Linda M. Maloney, eds, Mary Magdalene: The Image of a Woman Through the 

Centuries (Collegeville MN: Liturgical P, 1998); and Raymond Clemens, The Establishment of the Cult of 

Mary Magdalen in Provence, 1279-1543. Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 1997. 
361 In Mathew 26:6-13 and Mark 14:3-9 this anointing occurred in Bethany, but at the house of Simon the 

Leper. 
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behind the actions of Mary and Martha.‖362  Origen (c. 185-254), in his exegesis of the 

passages in John and Luke, is the earliest known writer to present Martha as a symbol of 

the active life (vita activa), which he describes as the practical life, and Mary as a symbol 

of the contemplative or theoretical life (vita contemplative).  He asserts that action and 

contemplation are interrelated: one life does not exist one without the other.363   

 Ambrose (c. 337-397) also argues that the roles of Martha and Mary overlap.  In 

his discussion of Christ‘s words to Martha, he quotes from Luke 10:42:  ―Martha, 

Martha, Mary chose the best part, which shall not be taken away from her‖ (―Martha, 

Martha, Maria optimam partem elegit, quae non auferetur ab ea‖).364  In spite of the fact 

that Ambrose uses the superlative optimam pars when quoting Christ‘s words in the 

gospel text concerning Mary, his commentary on this passage suggests that Martha‘s part 

                                                 
362 Constable, Three Studies, 4.  Since the purpose of this chapter of the dissertation is the broad 

exploration of metaphors for the mixed life to gain a better understanding of the Augustinian canons in 

Aosta, I do not deal with the views of either of the sisters as divergent or separate.  Multiple, and 

sometimes contrasting interpretations of these binaries exist, but I concentrate instead on prominent 

teachings in which the ideal of a life incorporating both contemplation and action—Martha and Mary or 

Leah and Rachel—is affirmed.  I do not deal with the many associated issues of textual variances, 

providence, circulation, authorship, genre, or the considerable problems with using the PL as a primary 

source. 
363 Mary Elizabeth Mason, Active Life and Contemplative Life: A Study of the Concepts from Plato to the 

Present (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1961), 25.  See also, fragment 72, Origen, Homélies sur 

S. Luc: texte latin et fragments grecs, ed. Henri Crouzel, François Fournier, and Pierre Périchon (Paris: 

Editions du Cerf, 1962), 521-522 and n. 57. 
364 Ambrose de Milan, Traité sur l’évangile de S. Luc, I, livres I-VI, trans. Dom Gabriel Tissot, O.S.B. 

(Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1956), 51. Ambrose‘s choice of optimam partem could have been due to a 

textual variation in Latin.  Different versions of the biblical text also contained ―the better part‖ (melior 

pars), ―the good part‖ (bona pars), and ―the stronger part‖ (portior pars).  According to Giles Constable, 

the melior pars was the most common version found in the west and had a significant bearing on the 

interpretation of one of a key phrases in this passage. Constable, Three Studies, 5-6 and n. 10-11.   
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was equally good.365  Ambrose‘s explanation of the passage in Luke suggests that the 

actions of both women were good and inextricably intertwined: 

Therefore, the zeal of intention abounded in one, in the other, the service 

of action abounded.  But the zeal for each virtue was equal in each of 

them.  Accordingly, Martha, whose action is evidence of intention, would 

not have undertaken service unless she had listened [to] the word [Word?] 

and Mary returned such grace from the perfection of each virtue that she 

anointed the feet of Jesus and dried [them] with her hair...366  

 

According to Ambrose, the two ways of life represented by Martha and Mary are equally 

virtuous.  Martha‘s active life of service is the result of her listening to Christ, and Mary‘s 

listening to Christ moves her to perform the active service of anointing his feet with her 

hair.  The contemplative life flows from active service and the active life flows from 

contemplation.  Both women, and thus, both ways of life are equal and intertwined.   

 The relationship between the contemplative and active lives and their relationship 

to Martha and Mary is prominent in the writings of Augustine (354-430).367  He argues 

that action and contemplation are distinct but complementary forms of Christian life.  He 

considers both the acts of charity toward one‘s neighbor and the ―sanctified leisure‖ of 

contemplation as necessary means to a fully integrated love of God.368  Augustine 

                                                 
365 Constable claims that Ambrose used melior partem, but the Latin text contained in Tissot uses optimam.  

Constable, Three Studies, 18.  Ambrose does not use melior pars at all in PL.   
366 ―Ergo in altera intentionis studium, in altera actionis ministerium redundabat, utrique tamen utriusque 

virtutis studium suppetebat, siquidem et Martha, nisi audisset verbum, ministerium non subisset, cuius actio 

intentionis indicium est, et Maria tantum gratiae de utriusque rettulit perfectione virtutis, ut ungueret pedes 

Iesu et tergeret capillis et totam domum suae fidei odore conpleret.‖  Ambrose de Milan, Traité sur 

l’évangile de S. Luc, I, livres I-VI, Tissot, 51.   
367 Augustine discusses Martha and Mary in the following texts: Sermo 103 and Sermo 104, PL 38: 0613-

0618; Sermo 179, PL 38:0967-0970 (on James 1:19-22).  For English translation of sermon 104 see 

Boniface Ramsey, ed., Essential Sermons, trans. Edmund Hill, O. P. (Hyde Park: New City Press, 2007).  
368 N. Joseph Torchai, O.P., ―Contemplation and Action,‖ Augustine Through the Ages: An Encyclopedia, 

ed. Allan D. Fitzgerald, O.S.A. (Grand Rapids and Cambridge: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 

1999), 233-235.   
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employs Martha and Mary as metaphors for these acts of charity and contemplation in his 

two sermons on Luke 10:38-42.369  In both sermons, Augustine refers to the Latin text of 

Luke 10:42: ―Mary chose the better part‖ (Maria meliorem partem elegit).  Unlike 

Ambrose, Augustine uses a version of the Bible that contains the word melior rather than 

optimam in reference to Mary‘s part.  Yet Augustine comes to the same conclusion as 

Ambrose, that neither choice is bad: ―You [Martha] didn‘t [choose] evil, but she [Mary] 

[chose] better.‖370  Augustine explains that Christ‘s use of melior to describe the part of 

Mary does not mean that Martha‘s part was not good.  On the contrary, Martha 

ministered to the needs of Christ himself and showed hospitality to the needy, the hungry, 

and the pilgrim.371  Moreover, Martha was not reprimanded for being hospitable.  Rather, 

he lauds Martha‘s great act of hospitality to Christ and the disciples.  Martha‘s part was 

not worse, just because Mary‘s was better.372   

 Augustine explains that melior pars should be understood in terms of a temporal 

progression.  Martha‘s part was good and necessary in the present, but it would pass 

away, whereas Mary‘s part was better because it is eternal and it could not be taken away 

(―quae non auferetur ab ea‖).  In sermon 104, he writes:  

In these two women (who both were pleasing to the Lord, who both were 

worthy to be loved, who both were disciples) … two lives are figured:  

present and future, laborious and quiet, troublesome and blessed, temporal 

and eternal … both are innocent, both, I say, are praiseworthy, but one is 

laborious, the other leisured … There were in that house those two lives 

                                                 
369  Augustine principally uses three binaries as metaphors for the active and contemplative lives: Leah 

and Rachel, Martha and Mary, and John and Peter.  Anne-Marie la Bonnardière, Saint Augustin et la Bible 

(Paris: Éditions Beauchesne, 1986), 412. 
370 ―Non tu malam: sed illa meliorem.‖ Augustine, Sermo 104, PL 38:0617.  
371 Augustine, Sermo 103, PL 38:0615 and Sermo 104, PL 38:0616-0618.  
372 La Bonnardière, 413-416. 
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and the source of life itself [Christ].  In Martha was the image of the 

present, in Mary the image of the future.  What Martha was doing, there 

we are, what Mary was doing, this we hope for.373 

 

Martha represents the present life, which is laborious, troublesome, and temporal in 

contrast to Mary who symbolizes the quiet, blessed, and eternal future life.  Augustine 

emphasizes that both lives are praiseworthy.  Both lives have their source in Christ and 

are pleasing to the Lord.  In this passage and throughout his sermons on Martha and 

Mary, Augustine uses a temporal binary in which Martha is the active life in the present 

and Mary is the contemplative life that leads to future peace in heaven.  According to 

Augustine, Martha‘s part is good, but it is transitory.  Mary‘s part is better because it will 

last forever and cannot be taken away.374  While no manuscripts of Augustine‘s writings 

dated prior to the twelfth century have survived in Aosta, it is reasonable to assume, since 

the regular canons followed Augustine‘s rule, that they were familiar with many of his 

writings which circulated widely during the Middle Ages. 

 Like Augustine, Gregory the Great finds value in both Martha and Mary‘s part.  

In an extended discussion of the active and contemplative lives in his exposition on the 

book of Job, Gregory explains that Mary‘s part is better only because of its eternal nature: 

Martha's concern is not reproved, but Mary‘s is commended, because the 

merits of the active life are great, but the merits of the contemplative are 

better. Whence Mary's part is said never to be taken away, because the 

                                                 
373 ―In his duabus mulieribus, quae ambae fuerant Domino gratae, ambae amabiles, ambae 

discipluae…duas vitas esse figuratas, praesentem et futuram, laboriosam et quietam, aerumnosam et 

beatam, temporalem et aeternam…ambae innocents, ambae inquam, laudabiles, seb una laboriosa, altera 

otiose … Erant ergo in illa domo istae duae vitae, et ipse fons vitae.‖  In Martha erat imago praesentium, in 

Maria futurorum.  Quod agebat Martha, ibi sumus: quod agebat Maria hoc speramus.  Augustine, Sermo 

104, PL 38:0617. 
374 Augustine also deals extensively with the term unum necessarium with respect to Martha and Mary and 

the two lives they represent in sermons 103 and 104 in PL 38:0613-0618.   
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works of the active life pass away with the body, however the joys of the 

contemplative [life] gain strength from the better end.375 

 

Gregory claims that Christ does not reprove Martha just because Mary is commended.  

The deeds of Martha are actually ―great‖ (magna).  It is only the eternal nature of Mary‘s 

part that makes Mary‘s part better than Martha‘s.    

 Although Mary‘s part may be better because contemplation continues to 

perfection in eternity, Gregory went so far as to suggest that the Martha‘s activity was 

indeed more necessary in this life.  In his homily on Ezekiel, discussing Martha and 

Mary, Gregory argues that: 

Although both lives exist from the gift of grace, still, for the time being we 

live among neighbors, one life presents itself to us as a necessity, the other 

is a matter of choice.  For who, knowing God, enters into his kingdom, 

except first he does good?  Anyone who does the good things which they 

can do, is able to enter the celestial fatherland, [even] without the 

contemplative life; however, they are not able to enter [the celestial 

fatherland] without the active [life] if they neglect the good things which 

they are able to do.376   

 

The active life is a necessity; the contemplative is a choice.  The contemplative life alone, 

according to Augustine, is not enough to enter into the kingdom of God.  While 

contemplation may be eternal, it is necessary to do good works while on earth.  In order 

to enter heaven, one cannot neglect good works. 

                                                 
375 ―Marthae cura non reprehenditur, Mariae vero etiam laudatur, quia magna sunt activae vitae merita, sed 

contemplativae potiora. Unde nec auferri unquam Mariae pars dicitur, quia activae vitae opera cum corpore 

transeunt, contemplativae autem gaudia melius ex fine convalescent.‖  Gregory the Great, Moralium Libri, 

sive Epositio in Librum B. Job, CCSL 143, 331 and PL 75:0764D  
376 ―Et cum utraeque vitae ex dono sint gratiae, quamdiu tamen inter proximos vivimus, una nobis in 

necessitate est, altera in voluntate.  Quis enim cognoscens Deum ad eius regnum ingreditur, nisi bene prius 

operetur?  Sine contemplativa ergo vita intrare possunt ad caelestem pratriam, qui bona quae possunt 

operari, non negligunt; sine activa autem intrare non possunt, si negligent bona operari quae possunt.‖  

Gregory the Great, Homiliae in Hiezechihelem Prophetam, CCSL, 142:3.10. 
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 Thus, Christ‘s admonition of Martha is not that she takes on the cares of this 

world, but that she has excessive cares.  The one necessary thing (unum est necessarium), 

according to Gregory, is that ―the mind should not divide itself among many things, so 

that united by tranquility the mind may rise powerfully to the consideration of the highest 

good.‖377  The distraction of too much care, or of too many things, should be avoided, not 

the active life itself. 

 In the seventh century, Isidore of Seville, Bede, and Rabanus Maurus conveyed 

the views of Augustine and Gregory on the relationship between the two lives and the 

two sisters to the Middle Ages, as was the case with Leah and Rachel.378  After an 

extended passage on the active and contemplative lives, including a reference to the two 

sisters, Isidore states the necessity of both lives: ―For just as God must be loved through 

contemplation, thus the neighbor must be loved through the active life.‖379  Echoing the 

writings of the Church Fathers, Isidore agrees that action and contemplation are essential 

elements of the Christian life.   

 The Glossa Ordinaria, the standard glossed Bible of the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries, is largely made up of selections from the biblical commentaries of Latin 

                                                 
377 ―ne se mens ad multa dividat, ut, per tranquillitatem unita, ad summi boni intuitum potenter surgat.‖ 

Gregory the Great, Commentarii in Librum I Regum, PL 79:0403D.    
378 For examples see: Bede, In Lucae Evangelium Expositio, PL 92:0470D-0472A, and Homilia 57, PL 

94:0420D-0421B; Rabanus Maurus, Homilia 100, PL 110:0435C and 0436C; and Isidore, Liber Secundus 

de Differentiis Rerum, PL 83:0091A and 0069.   
379 ―Sicut enim per contemplationem amandus est Deus, ita per actualem vitam diligendus est proximus. 

Ac per hoc sic non possumus sine utraque esse vita, sicut et sine utraque in dilectione esse nequaquam 

possumus.‖ Isidorus Hispalensis, Liber Secundus de Differentiis Rerum, PL 83:0069.  
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authors which are often adapted by early medieval scholars.380  The Glossa commentary 

on Luke relies predominantly on Ambrose and Bede; the primary source for the glosses 

on John is Augustine.381  In each case the Glossa summarises earlier interpretations of the 

sisters as metaphors for the two lives.  Thus, the Church Fathers continued to figure 

prominently as a foundation for medieval authors who engaged the two lives signified by 

the two sisters.  Beginning in the eleventh century, when Martha‘s role of active service 

in the world was increasingly exalted and Mary‘s part of contemplation diminished, 

Martha and Mary became an ideal metaphor for the mixed life of Augustinian canons.382  

 The Augustinian canon Gerhoh of Reicherberg (1093-1169) mixes his metaphors 

of Martha and Mary, monks and clerics (ordained priests), and ministry both inside and 

outside the cloister: 

Moreover, what is [it] to be joined to the clergy, except to be connected in 

a society of clerics by means of learning and practicing the scripture?  Just 

as in the early church, many were joined together daily by Peter, as the 

Acts of the Apostles bears witness, persevering harmoniously in the 

temple, just so these men [clerics] ought to persevere in the cloister, either 

by teaching the word of God, like Christ; or by learning, like Mary sitting 

at His feet; or providing necessities and staying busy with constant service 

after the model of Martha, like those, namely, teachers and students [those 

teaching and those learning].383 

 

                                                 
380 Augustine Through the Ages, 383.  On the Glossa Ordinaria see, M. T. Gibson, ―The Place of the 

Glossa ordinaria in Medieval Exegesis,‖ in Ad litteram: Authoritative Texts and Their Medieval Readers, 

ed. Mark D. Jordan and Kent Emery, Jr. (Notre Dame and London: University of Notre Dame Press, 1992), 

5-28 and E. Ann Matter, ―The Church Fathers and the Glossa Ordinaria,‖ 83-112. 
381 Matter, 106. 
382 Constable, Three Studies, 44.   
383 ―Quid est autem clericis jungi, nisi scripturis discendis et exercendis in societate clericorum applicari: 

sicut in primitiva Ecclesia multi fuerunt Petro applicati quotidie, ut Actus apostolorum testantur, 

perdurantes unanimiter in templo; sicut isti debent perdurare in claustro verbum Dei vel docendo, ut 

Christus; vel discendo, ut Maria sedens ad pedes ipsius; vel certe istorum, discentium scilicet ac docentium, 

necessariis providendo et circa frequens ministerium exemplo Marthae satagendo?‖  Gerhoh of 

Reicherberg, De Aedificio Dei, PL 194:1297B. 
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In this passage, Gerhoh defines the clergy as those who follow the examples not only of 

Mary, and Martha, but also Peter, the early church, and Christ himself.  Teaching, 

learning, practicing scripture, and busying oneself in constant service:  all elements are to 

be harmoniously performed by clerics.  The acts of teaching, learning, and serving 

modeled by Christ, Mary, and Martha, are not set in a hierarchy in which one is superior 

to the other.  Each stands as an example of the practice of ―matters of the word of God.‖  

As clerics, the life of Augustinian canons incorporated not only teaching and active 

service to those outside the cloister, but devotion to learning inside the cloister—a 

balanced life merging Martha, Mary, and Christ. 

 The Victorines, Augustinian canons in Paris, also practiced and recommended a 

mixed life.  Hugh of St. Victor (1078-1141) explains that Christ‘s praise for Mary‘s part 

does not mean that Martha‘s part is condemned.  According to Hugh, the simple fact that 

Christ repeated the name of Martha twice in scripture indicates his love for Martha, an 

observation found also in the Church Fathers.384  In the anonymous Explanation of the 

Rule of St. Augustine, attributed to both Hugh of St. Victor and Lietbert of St. Ruf, the 

author makes no mention of Martha and Mary.  Yet he does mention the two lives: 

―Reading [scripture] prepares us for prayer and work and forms us to the contemplative 

and active life.‖385  He focuses on the role of reading for engaging in a life that combines 

both work and prayer. 

                                                 
384 ―Martha, Martha. Repetitio nominis indicium est dilectionis, vel forte movendae intentiones, ut audiret 

attentius. Non reprehenditur pars Marthae, quia et ipsa bona, sed pars Mariae laudatur.‖ Hugh of St. Victor, 

Adnotatiunculae Elucidatoriae in Thronos Jeremiae, PL 175:0816C. 
385 ―Lectio ad orationem nos instruit et ad operationem, et nos informat ad contemplativam vitam et 

activam Exposition,‖ Expositio in Regulam Beati Augustini, PL 176:0912A.  
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 Richard of Saint Victor (d. 1173), in his treatise on the Augustine‘s Rule, does 

discuss the sisters in terms of metaphor.  Martha and Mary are two lives that cannot be 

separated, ―for the contemplation of God is required in action [and] the utility of/to the 

neighbour must be considered in peace.‖386  Thus, according to Richard, himself a regular 

canon, contemplation is inseparable from good deeds. 

 Anselm of Havelberg (1100-1158), one of the first followers of Norbert, the 

founder of the Order of Premonstratensian regular canons, varies the traditional exegesis 

of Martha and Mary by focusing on another figure present in the story: Christ himself.  

Anselm delineates three figures: ―Christ teaching, Mary hearing, [and] Martha 

ministering.‖  Of these three, it is Christ who practices the best part (optimam partem) 

rather than Mary.387  Christ is the ultimate example of the mixed life: 

Behold, the Son of God, the form of highest contemplation, the form of 

perfect action. He bore in his own person the example of both lives in one, 

and He offered to all Christians and especially to his apostles, the norm of 

living rightly in deeds and in words.388  

 

The person of Christ is the perfect form of both lives, surpassing the metaphor of Martha 

and Mary.  Who, Anselm asks, could argue with the fact that Christ is the ultimate 

                                                 
386 ―Una laborat at utilitatem proximi, altera vacat contemplacioni Dei.  Que nimirum vite singule sunt et 

tamen separari non recte queunt:  in actione quippe requirenda est contemplacio Dei; in ocio cogitanda est 

utilitas proximi.‖  Richard of St. Victor, ―Magister Ricardus de Sancto Victore de Quaestionibus Regule 

Sancti Augustini Solutis‖ printed in full in Marvin L. Colker, ―Richard of Saint Victor and the Anonymous 

of Bridlington,‖ Traditio 18 (New York:  Fordham University Press, 1962).  See also Constable, Three 

Studies, 70. 
387 ―…quarum altera Martha scilicet dum circa frequens ministerium satagebat, activam vitam non 

inconvenienter significabat; Maria vero dum secus pedes Domini sedens verbum illius avidissime audiebat, 

contemplativam vitam non incongrue figurabat….Christus docens, Maria audiens, Martha ministrans … 

Quomodo ergo Maria optimam partem comparatione Jesu…‖  Anselm of Havelberg, Episcopi Epistola 

Apologetica pro Ordine Canonicorum Regularium, PL 188:1131D-1132A. 
388 ―Ecce Dei Filius forma summae contemplationis, forma perfectae actionis, utriusque vitae in una sua 

persona exemplum gessit, et omnibus Christianis, et praecipue suis apostolis normam recte vivendi factis et 

dictis seipsum praebuit.‖  Ibid., PL 188:1133B. 
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exemplum, not only for canons, but also for all Christians?  Although the superiority of 

Christ seems self-evident, the new interpretation did not catch on.  Gerhoh of 

Reicherberg asserts only that Christ is a model for preaching, he does not describe Christ 

as the perfect exemplum of the active and contemplative lives.  I have not found other 

twelfth-century writers who primarily focused on Christ as the perfect metaphor in their 

discussion of the sisters; Martha and Mary remain the dominant metaphor.  As Bynum 

notes, Anselm‘s interpretation was not common among twelfth and thirteenth-century 

writers.389  Neither is Anselm‘s exegesis evident in the sculpted metaphors at Aosta, as I 

discuss below in my analysis of the images of Martha and Mary in the cloister.     

 In addition to scriptural exegesis, we must consider a range of legends about the 

sisters from the ninth through eleventh centuries that claim that the siblings had noble 

parents.  Mary Magdalene succumbed to the temptation of riches and beauty and lived 

the life of a sinner.  She later repented at the feet of Christ in the house of Simon, washed 

Christ‘s feet with penitent tears and dried them with her hair.  At that time, Christ 

delivered her from seven demons and she became one of his disciples.  Fourteen years 

after Christ‘s ascension, Mary, Martha, Lazarus and other companions traveled to France 

by sea in a rudderless boat.  Miraculously they arrived in Marseilles.390  

 Mary Magdalene, along with her siblings, preached the gospel and performed 

many miracles in Provence.  She converted the prince of the land after saving the life of 

his infant son and resurrecting his wife from the dead.  For the last thirty years of her life, 

                                                 
389 Bynum, Jesus as Mother, 34. 
390 Mycoff, 4-5.  For legends of Mary Magdalene connected with Vézelay from thirteenth-century see 

Susan Haskins, Mary Madgalen: Myth and Metaphor (New York: Riverhead Books, 1993), 113-133.  

Martha‘s remains were ―discovered‖ in Provence in 1187.  Ibid., 121.   
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Mary retired to live the contemplative life in a deserted place.  This legend was not fully 

developed in a stable form until it was published in Jacobus de Voragine‘s Golden 

Legend around 1267.391   

 The legends of Mary present her as an honorary apostle to south France.  As an 

apostle, her life has both active and contemplative characteristics.  Mary both preaches 

the gospel and retires like a hermit to a deserted place.  As one of the intimates of Christ, 

Mary introduces the gospel in France just as the twelve apostles spread the gospel in the 

East.  Her miraculous presence directly linked France to the Holy Land and the very 

beginnings of Christianity.   

 Tradition claims that Martha also performed miracles and preached the gospel in 

Provence, gaining many converts.  Her miracles resembled the miracles of Christ; she too 

raised a young man from the dead and changed water into wine.  She served the poor and 

needy and formed a religious community.  Armed only with the Cross and prayer, Martha 

subdued the dragon of Tarascon by binding its neck with her belt (a symbol of purity).  

She prophesied her death one year in advance, and on the eighth day before she died 

Martha had a vision that Mary Magdalene had died and was carried to heaven by angels.  

On the day of Martha‘s death, Mary and Christ appeared to her; she died after speaking 

the words ―Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit.‖392  In the legends and in her 

                                                 
391 Mycoff, 3 and 5. 
392 Diane E. Peters, ―The Iconography of St. Martha:  Some Considerations,‖ Vox Benedictine (1992) 

http://monasticmatrix.usc.edu/commentaria/article.php?textId=2460. Accessed April 9, 2010.  
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words at death, just as in the miracles of her life, Martha is presented as a Christ-like 

apostle to France.393   

 The New Testament sisters were typically venerated at annual feasts in the 

medieval church calendar.  Beginning in the late sixth century, the feast day of Martha 

and Mary was celebrated on January 19th.394  Such was the case in Aosta, according to 

the sanctoral of a fourteenth-century missal of St. Ursus.395  The liturgical celebration of 

the lives of Martha and Mary, known from both scriptural accounts and legends, made 

the sisters annually present in the lives of the Aosta canons.  

 Although we cannot be certain that all of these stories about Martha and Mary 

were known in Aosta, it is probable that the twelfth-century canons were aware of the 

writings of the church fathers.  The canons followed Augustine‘s Rule, thus the canons 

surely knew the writings of Augustine.  Manuscripts of eleventh-century homilies by 

Gregory the Great are extant in Aosta and were probably available to the medieval 

canons.  The contemporary college of Augustinian canons at St. Ruf in south France had 

access to manuscripts of Ambrose, Augustine, Gregory the Great, Isidore of Seville, 

Amalarius of Metz, and many others.396  Thus, it is likely, given the broad dissemination 

                                                 
393 For Martha and Mary as apostles to the apostles, and apostles to France see Jansen, 28-29 and 52 ff.  
394 The feast of Martha and Mary on January 19

th
 was introduced into the Hieronymian martyrology in the 

late sixth-century.  The cult of Mary Magdalen in Vézelay was first known in the eleventh century.  

Additional churches in the eleventh century were already under her patronage.  Haskins, 112-113.  The 

modern church calendar celebrates Martha‘s feast day on July 29
th

. 
395 Robert Amiet, Missale Augustanum, vol. 2 (Aosta: Monumenta liturgica ecclesiae Augustanae, 1986), 

7. 

396  Although the library of St. Ruf has been lost, scholars have deduced a library of over three hundred 

texts based on the writings of the canons of St. Ruf.  Yvette Lebrigand, ―Origines et première diffusion de 

l‘Ordre de Saint-Ruf,‖ Le monde des chanoines (XI
e
 - XIV

e
 s.), Cahiers de Fanjeaux 24 (Toulouse: Privat, 

1989): 176. 
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of the writings of the Church Fathers, that the patristic sources were indeed known in 

Aosta.   

 It is less likely that the twelfth-century Aosta canons had copies of the writings of 

their contemporaries, the Augustinian canons of St. Victor, Gerhoh of Reicherberg, and 

Anselm of Havelberg, yet the existence elsewhere of these texts indicates that the 

interpretation of Martha and Mary as metaphors for the active and contemplative lives 

was prominent into the twelfth century.  Considering Aosta‘s proximity to France, it was 

also probable that the canons were aware of the legends of Martha and Mary, stories that 

were quite widespread by the twelfth century.  The cloister sculpture proves is that the 

knowledge of Martha and Mary as a metaphor for the mixed life shaped the material 

metaphors created in marble in the space at the heart of the college—the cloister.   

 

Material Metaphors of Martha and Mary 

 Given the importance of the binary, Martha and Mary, as a metaphor for the 

mixed life, it is not surprising that the sisters are depicted not once, but twice on two 

historiated capitals in the cloister of St. Ursus in Aosta.  Due to the architectural structure 

of a cloister, no more than three faces of a four-sided capital can be seen at any one time, 

either from the cloister arcade or from the garth.  In the Aosta cloister, the images of 

Martha and Mary prominently face the south gallery at eye-level and would have been 

particularly visible to the regular canons as they passed through the cloister or worked in 

a stationary position along the covered arcade.  If we assume the original ordering of the 

capitals has been maintained, the images of the sisters on these two capitals held priority 
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of place.  The north sides of the capitals, which are hidden from a viewer standing in the 

walkway, are not crucial to the narrative.  Thus, the capitals read from left to right: 

beginning with the west face, focusing on the south face, continuing to the east face, and 

finally arriving at the north face, which can only be seen from inside the cloister garth.397 

 The first sculpture I discuss is capital 33 representing Martha and Mary at the 

grave of their brother Lazarus as Christ raises him from dead (fig. 36).  I continue with an 

interpretation of capital 34, which depicts Martha standing behind Mary (identified by 

tituli as Mary Magdalene), who bows at Christ‘s feet (fig. 50).  I briefly include 

descriptions of all four sides of each capital drum for context, but concentrate on the 

images of Martha and Mary for the purposes of this chapter. 

 Medieval scholars interpreted the raising of Lazarus as Christ‘s last miracle and 

the prefiguration, not only of the resurrection of Christ, but also of the resurrection of the 

dead at the Last Judgment.  Thus, it is not surprising that the raising of Lazarus was 

―represented at all periods from the early third century onwards and has never lost its 

important position in art.‖398  At least forty paintings of the scene have survived in the 

catacombs.  In some cases, all of Christ‘s miracles were represented by this one event.399  

                                                 
397 Kathryn Horste discusses the particular difficulties of composition on capitals sculpted for the cloister 

environment in ―The Passion Series from La Daurade and Problems of Narrative Composition in the 

Cloister Capital,‖ Gesta 21 (1982): 31-62.   
398 Gertrud Schiller, Iconography of Christian Art, vol. 1, trans. Janet Seligman (Greenwich:  New York 

Graphic Society Ltd., 1971), 181.  
399 Schiller, 181 and 190.  



 
212 

Several Romanesque renderings of this miracle on sculpted capitals remain in France and 

Spain.400  

 In the Aosta cloister, historiated capital 33 depicts the visual narrative of Lazarus‘ 

resurrection, beginning with the figure of Christ on the capital‘s west face.  Next, Mary, 

Martha, and Lazarus appear prominently on the south and focal face of the capital.401  

Three disembodied heads are located around the corner toward the east side of the capital 

where a full-figure image of St. Simon stands.  The north face, unseen from the cloister 

walk, contains an isolated full-body depiction of the apostle Andrew.  Latin tituli 

inscribed on all four sides of the capital drum identify many of the figures.   

                                                 
400 Extant Romanesque capital sculptures include the following. One, all four sides of capital dated circa 

1100 in the cloister of the church of St. Peter in Moissac, France.  Martha and Mary stand on the left beside 

a man who unwinds Lazarus‘ grave clothes as he stands up in sarcophagus while Christ stands and blesses 

Lazarus on the right. On the other side, Martha and Mary prostrate themselves before Christ and another 

figure.  Two, an attached capital dated second half of eleventh century in church of St. Isidore, León, Spain.  

Christ stands above Lazarus who comes out of the tomb as a male figure lifts the lid.  Two other male 

figures stand to Christ‘s left and one woman (not identified) stands to the right of Christ.  Three, a single 

capital dated to the eleventh-century in the Benedictine abbey of St. Benoit, France.  Martha and Mary are 

prostrate before Christ behind the sarcophagus of Lazarus and another figure stands above them facing 

Christ to the right.  Four, one drum of a double capital dated 1140-1155 in cloister of the collegiate church 

of Augustinian canons, St. Trophime in Arles, France.  On a recent trip to Arles, I examined the sculpted 

capital of Lazarus.  He rises from tomb with inscription LAZARE.  Christ is flanked by Martha [MAR]TA, 

Mary MARIA, standing with an apostle holding an object in his draped hands.  This scene faces the cloister 

walk.  Five, a double capital dated circa 1185-1190 in the cloister of Benedictine monastery of San Juan de 

la Peña, Spain includes the raising of Lazarus.  Martha and Mary, with heads covered, are standing centered 

over horizontal body of Lazarus wrapped in shroud.  Two figures stand on the left and around the corner, 

while a cross-nimbed Christ stands on the right corner facing the women.  The Dinner at Bethany scene on 

the opposite side of the same capital resembles last supper imagery.  Christ sits at center flanked by two 

men behind a draped table with vessels. A woman with head-covering [Mary] stands holding an ointment 

jar at left corner.  Six, a double capital dated circa 1186 in cloister of the collegiate church of regular 

canons at Tudela, Spain.  Lazarus, wrapped in a shroud, sits up in the tomb facing the cross-nimbed Christ 

on the right corner.  Martha and Mary stand with their heads covered, centered above their brother‘s body. 

Several figures hold their noses due to the smell of the dead body.  Four additional male figures stand 

behind Christ around the corner of capital. 
401 For image see, 

http://cenobium.isti.cnr.it/capitals.php?site=aosta&side=South%20Side&capital=S10B33.  Accessed May 

3, 2011.  
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 The inscription at the top of the sculpture‘s south face is only partially preserved.  

It is reasonable to assume that the engraved words originally read: Martha and Mary 

([MARTA] ET MARIA) although only the name of Mary remains.402  The inscription of 

the names ensured that contemporary and future viewers would correctly identify the two 

women who stand above the tomb of their brother Lazarus.  All three siblings stretch 

their arms toward the west side of the capital where Christ is depicted (fig. 51).  The 

inscription of alpha (A) and omega (ω) accompanies the figure of Christ.  The 

abbreviated tituli IHC and the cross nimbus clearly identify the image as Christ in spite of 

damage to the sculpture.  One of the sister‘s hands extends beyond the frame on the left, 

across the ornamental fluting that separates her from Christ.  In fact, she appears to be in 

the process of climbing over the fluted frame in her effort to reach Christ.  Even though 

the sisters gaze out toward the cloister walk, drawing the viewer into the scene as a 

witness of the miracle, their bodies turn to their right and incline toward Christ.  The 

composition makes visible the plaintive statements of the grieving women in the gospel 

as they each, in turn, greet Christ with the words: ―Lord if you had been here my brother 

would not have died‖ (John 11:21 and 32).  They strive toward the west side of the 

capital, just as Christ‘s hand in the gesture of blessing reaches across the frame to touch 

the cover of Lazarus‘ tomb to restore his life.  In response, Lazarus rises from the dead, 

                                                 
402 These were the only two women named in the gospel account of the raising of Lazarus.  The depiction 

of the sisters on the adjacent capital is labeled similarly: MARTA · MARIA MAGDALENA.  The full 

inscription on the south face of capital 33 is: DVS […] along the upper frame which continues to the east 

face, the line below is […] ET MARIA  IASSO[…] which continues on east face as […]NARINVS.  The 

first letter N is from Kingsley Porter who indicated such in 1923, but only one minum of the first N 

survives today.  Porter noted that he could not explain these partial inscriptions.  Kingsley Porter, Lombard 

Architecture, vol. 2 (New York: Hacker Art Books, 1967), 65. 
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extending his hand towards Christ.  The larger-than-life hands of all the figures draw the 

viewer‘s eyes to the place where the gestures of the figures meet: the point of contact 

between all three siblings and Christ.     

 The words that Martha and Mary speak in the gospel are not engraved on the 

capital, but the words of Christ appear across its west and south faces.  Framing the head 

of Christ is the statement: ―Christ said to him‖ (DIX[IT] EI IHC) (fig. 51).  The words of 

Christ continue on the tomb of Lazarus on the south side of the sculpture: ―Lazarus, come 

out from the grave‖ (LAZARE VENI FORAS DE SEPULCRO) (fig. 36).  John 11:43 

states simply that Christ cried out with a loud voice saying ―Lazarus, come out.‖  The 

sculptor of the capital clarifies the speech of Christ by adding ―from the grave‖ DE 

SEPULCRO.  I have found no other example of the inscription de sepulcro in the 

iconography of this scene or in texts contained in Patrologia Latina.  The inclusion of the 

words de sepulcro emphasizes the miracle of Christ calling Lazarus forth from death to 

life by clearly identifying the sepulcher where Lazarus lay.403  

 The remaining figures on the east and north sides of the capital represent other 

witnesses of the resurrection miracle.  Three heads of men (without bodies) are sculpted 

in a group around the east end of the sarcophagus.404  Their identity is not clear; they do 

not have the typical nimbus of an apostle.  Two are bearded and one is clean shaven.  The 

incomplete inscription may once have provided a clue to their identity, but it is damaged 

                                                 
403 Numerous examples of Roman sarcophagi of the type pictured on the capital are extant throughout Italy 

and southern France. 
404 For image see, 

http://cenobium.isti.cnr.it/capitals.php?site=aosta&side=South%20Side&capital=S10B33.  Accessed May 

3, 2011.  
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severely.  Paolo Papone suggests that the three men are medieval rabbis from the Iberian 

peninsula.  In defense of his interpretation, he extends the damaged inscriptions above the 

three heads:  Jews ([I]VDEI); Hasdai Ibn Shaprut (IASSO\DVS);405 Marinus, Rabbi 

Ionas (NARINVS);406 and Menahem ben Saruc (SARVC).407  While I agree that 

([I]VDEI) may indeed be extended to read ―Jews,‖ since all those who witnessed 

Lazarus‘ resurrection were likely Jewish, I have not yet found sufficient reason to 

identify the three faces depicted on the sculpture as medieval Spanish Jews.  Papone‘s 

thesis is intriguing, and may in fact indicate that the cloister sculptors were from Spain, 

or that the works of Spanish authors were known in Aosta.  These inscriptions, all of their 

possible extensions and the identity of these cryptic images, certainly deserve further 

research.408  

 The east façade of the same capital depicts the full figure of St. Simon (SCS 

SYMON),409 probably Simon the Pharisee, who in exegesis of Luke 7:36-50 is often 

conflated with Simon the leper in Matthew 26:6 and Mark 14:3.  Simon, whether leper or 

Pharisee or both, was the host of the meal during which a woman anointed the feet of 

                                                 
405 Tenth-century Iberian doctor and diplomat. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hasdai_ibn_Shaprut.  Accessed 

November 20, 2009.   
406 Eleventh-century Iberian grammarian.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbi_Jonah.  Accessed April 9, 

2010.  
407 Tenth-century Iberian grammarian.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Menahem_ben_Saruq.  Accessed April 

9, 2010.  Per conversation with Paolo Papone in January 2009. 
408 If the sculpture can indeed be linked to Spain, there may be a connection between the reforms of St. Ruf 

in southern France and Aosta.  Roger Reynolds has asserted links the Rule of St. Ruf in Spain and Lucca, 

Italy.  Roger Reynolds, An Early Rule for Canons Regular From Santa Maria de L’Estany (Farnham: 

Ashgate Variorum, 2009), 165-191.  I have not yet been able to link the rule of the canons at Aosta to the 

Rule of St. Ruf, Lucca, Marbach, or Santa Maria de l‘Estany in Spain.  Nor have I been able to link the 

iconography of the medieval cloister in Spain to that in the cloister at Aosta.  It is my intent to continue to 

research a possible connection between Aosta and Spain.   
409 The apostle Peter is typically not identified as Symon (rather than Peter or Simon Peter) even though he 

is paired with Andrew, the brother of Simon Peter, on the north side of the capital.   
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Jesus: a scene depicted on the adjacent capital in the cloister (discussed below).  Simon, 

nimbed, stands gesturing toward Andrew (S ANDREA to the north).  Andrew, similarly 

nimbed, stands isolated on the north façade and gestures toward Christ to the west.  Their 

gestures promote a circular movement around the capital drum.  Of all the witnesses 

depicted on the capital, it is Martha and Mary who are most prominently engaged in the 

visual narrative of Lazarus‘ resurrection.   

 Martha and Mary‘s prayers and tears at the tomb were interpreted as good works 

by Hugh of Fouilloy in his treatise On the Cloister of the Soul:  

Lazarus is helped to life by the prayers of Mary and Martha…Then he 

who is resuscitated, is liberated from the death of sin when anyone does 

good works.  Therefore, nobody is excused from labor…410 

 

While prayers and tears are typically relegated to the realm of contemplation, according 

to Hugh, they are good works.  Thus, the earnest supplications that the sisters made for 

their brother represent a mixture of contemplation and action in this scene.  Thus, not 

only the sisters themselves but also actions they portray exemplify the mixed life. The 

canons could actually imitate the tearful prayers of Martha and Mary both in the cloister 

of their souls and in the physical cloister in Aosta.   

 This portrayal of the sisters as standing rather than kneeling or prostrate departs 

from the early medieval iconography of the raising of Lazarus.411  Beginning in the fourth 

                                                 
410 ―Mariae et Marthae precibus adjuvatur Lazarus ad vitam….Qui tunc resuscitatur, quando aliquis hinc 

bonis operibus, in lacrymis a morte peccati liberatur. Nemo igitur a labore excusatur…‖ Hugh of Fouilloy, 

De Claustro Animae, PL 176:1064B.  See quotation from this section by Hugh (below) on the return of 

Jacob to his fatherland as an expression of both the active and contemplative lives. 
411 The traditional iconography depicts the sisters and the crowd covering their noses and mouths to 

illustrate Martha‘s words in John 11:39: ―Lord, by this time he stinketh:  for he hath been dead four days.‖  

Schiller, 183. 
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century, usually at least one of the sisters was depicted as kneeling at Christ‘s feet.  

Although the gospel of John indicates that only Mary fell weeping before Jesus, as early 

as the fifth century, it was common to represent both sisters as prostrate or kneeling.412  

One example is on an eleventh-century capital at St. Benoit sur Loire, a Benedictine 

abbey in north central France, near Orléans.413  Even in the limited space of a capital 

format, the St. Benoit artist managed to present the sisters as prostrate before Christ.  The 

covered heads of Martha and Mary emerge horizontally from behind the sarcophagus of 

Lazarus and another figure stands above them facing Christ to the right.  To fit the 

women into the busy scene, the artist sculpts the sisters much smaller than the other 

figures and hides their bodies behind the tomb, minimizing their presence.  The 

composition is crowded, but it is clear that both sisters are bowing at the feet of Christ.  

This sculpture indicates that it was indeed possible to depict both women as prostrate 

within the format of a capital, yet in doing so, Martha and Mary‘s role in the narrative is 

subordinated.  The apostles, rather than the women, are the focus of the scene at the 

tomb.  Such was not the case in Aosta.   

 In contrast to the capital sculpture at St. Benoit sur Loire, the sisters on the Aosta 

capital stand prominently at the center of the most prominent face of the capital.  The 

artist does not present them smaller than the apostles or prostrate at the feet of Christ.  

Neither does the artist faithfully follow the gospel narrative by drawing attention to the 

different responses each sister had to the arrival of Christ by picturing one kneeling and 

                                                 
412 Ibid., 182. 
413 Ibid., plate #575.   
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the other standing.  In Aosta, the two sisters stand together behind the sepulcher of their 

brother.  The gestures of the sisters toward Christ are the same.  Their bodies overlap.  

Thus, this depiction of both sisters standing at the middle of the south face of the capital 

was not an arbitrary decision due to design constraints.  The artist or patron‘s choice to 

depart from the scriptural narrative and typical iconography indicates that the sisters 

signified more than a straightforward representation of the gospel story of the 

resurrection of Lazarus.  Side-by-side they embody the harmony between the vita 

contemplativa and the vita activa.  Both women, and thus both ways of life, are 

represented as yearning toward Christ. 

 Another example of a contemporary capital sculpture of the resurrection of 

Lazarus was created for the Augustinian canons of St. Trophime in their cloister in Arles, 

France.  Wrapping around one of the two drums on a double capital, this historiated 

capital (1140-1155), like the one in Aosta, features the scene of Lazarus prominently 

facing the ambulatory rather than the cloister garth (fig. 52).  In fact, the majority of the 

twelfth-century historiated capitals in the Arles cloister are designed to face the walkways 

rather than the garth, as are the focal corner pillar sculptures.  This placement further 

reinforces my assertion that capital sculpture in cloisters was intentionally designed to be 

viewed from the covered arcade.  

 The capital representing the resurrection of Lazarus in Arles focuses on a male 

figure, presumably Christ, at the center of the north face of the capital.  Martha and Mary 

stand on each side of Christ at the corners of the capital drum.  The sister on the left, 

though damaged, is clearly dressed like her sister on the right in that they both wear head 
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coverings.  Lazarus, much smaller in scale, rises from the tomb at the left corner of the 

capital, as if into the embrace of the sister who stands behind the tomb.  An additional 

male figure stands behind each sister at the periphery of the scene.  In contrast to the 

rendering of the same scene in Aosta, the sisters at Arles, while prominently placed, stand 

separated.  It is Christ, not the sisters who occupies the central and focal position.   

 Unlike their counterparts in Arles, Martha and Mary on the Aosta capital stand 

together at the center of the sculptural composition facing the cloister walk.  The figures 

of saints Simon and Andrew stand aloof, separated, on the east and north faces of the 

capital drum, not engaged in the scene.  The other witnesses of Lazarus‘ resurrection, the 

three disembodied heads, simply hover behind the back of Lazarus.  It is the women, 

clearly identified by the tituli, who form the focus of the narrative as the primary 

witnesses of the miracle.     

 Another distinctive feature of the Aosta portrayal of Martha and Mary is the 

rendering of their hair.  Traditionally, medieval artists represent the sisters with head 

coverings in the scene of the resurrection of Lazarus.  Such is the case in the two 

examples mentioned above, St. Trophime and St. Benoit sur Loire.414  Yet in Aosta, the 

sisters‘ hair is long and unbound.415  Elsewhere in the cloister, the Aosta artist portrays 

virgins with uncovered hair (such as the depictions of the Virgin Mary and Rachel before 

her marriage) and married women with head coverings (Rachel and her sister Leah after 

                                                 
414 All of the medieval and late-antique images of Martha and Mary that I have found depict the sisters 

with head coverings.      

415 Robert Bartlett, ―Symbolic Meanings of Hair in the Middle Ages,‖ Transactions of the Royal 

Historical Society, vol. 4 (1994), 54. 
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they marry Jacob).  Thus, the unbound hair of Martha and Mary could be interpreted as a 

sign of maidenhood.  But that does not explain why the artist or patron in Aosta would 

deviate from the traditional iconography of the sisters with head coverings.  I propose 

that the hair of Martha and Mary is depicted as uncovered in this scene because they are 

more than simply the sisters of Lazarus in a historical narrative, they also represent 

metaphors for the active and contemplative lives.  As metaphors, the meaning of the 

women extends beyond their roles as characters in a biblical narrative. 

 Leaving the hair of the women uncovered also enables the hair of the figures to 

actually participate, in an unusual fashion, in the narrative.  Not only is Martha and 

Mary‘s hair uncovered and free, but also the hair of the sister on the left is flowing 

upward, quite un-naturally, toward Christ on the west side of the capital (fig. 53).  In spite 

of the fact that this corner of the sculpture is damaged, it is possible to detect that her hair 

lifts up and disappears into the decorative frame of the scene.  Just as the hands of Martha 

and Mary gesture toward Christ, the hair of one sister also reaches around the capital.  

This unusual detail suggests a yearning toward Christ that echoes the posture and 

gestures of the women.   

 In his lecture, Symbolic Meanings of Hair in the Middle Ages (1994), Robert 

Bartlett notes that hair is an exceptionally malleable extension of the body.  It surrounds 

the face, the part of the body with a concentration of communicative functions.416  In this 

context, the treatment of hair is a decidedly social act.417  In the Aosta sculpture, the 

                                                 
416 Ibid., 60. 
417 Ibid., 43.  
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facial features of the figures (the sensual sites of speech, hearing and sight) are fairly 

uniform, yet the artist uses the movement of hair as a gesture to communicate the emotive 

inclination of the figures toward Christ.  The free-flowing gesture of the hair is an 

unusual and distinctly social act that connects the sister, as if by a magnetic force, with 

Christ.   

 The rendering of the hair also suggests another story of Christ and the sisters in 

which hair plays a central role: Mary Magdalene‘s anointing of Christ.  The very image 

of a woman‘s hair in relation to Christ recalls the sinful woman‘s anointing of the feet of 

Christ and drying his feet with her hair.  In John 12:3, Mary, presumably of Bethany, 

anoints Christ‘s feet with a pound of pure nard, but Mark 14: 3 recounts what seems to be 

the same event in which an unnamed woman anoints Christ‘s head, rather than his feet, 

with perfume.  In Matthew 26:6, the author adds that the anointing took place at the 

house of Simon the Leper, but he fails to name the woman.  Luke 7:36-50 recounts a 

dinner at the home of a Pharisee named Simon in which an unnamed woman, described 

as a sinner or prostitute, wet Christ‘s feet with her tears, wiped them with her hair and 

applied expensive perfume.  As discussed earlier, none of the accounts identify the 

woman who anoints Christ as Mary Magdalene.  Luke 8:2 describes Mary Magdalene 

only as a sinner from whom Christ expelled seven demons.  Yet, tradition in the medieval 

West conflated Mary Magdalene, Mary of Bethany and the unnamed woman who anoints 

Christ into one Mary.418   

                                                 
418 Constable, Three Studies, 6-7   
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 If the tituli above the women directly correspond to the figures below, as the 

inscriptions do elsewhere in the cloister, then the figure on the left with the suspended 

hair is Martha, rather than Mary.  The name of Martha also appears before Mary‘s on the 

adjacent capital that portrays the sisters (as discussed below).  But if this unnatural 

depiction of a woman‘s hair was intended to recall Mary Magdalene‘s anointing of the 

feet of Christ, then the figure on the left should be Mary, rather than Martha.  Thus, it 

seems, that Martha‘s hair, like her sister‘s in the adjacent capital, also participates in the 

acknowledgement of Christ.  The identities of the sisters merge. 

 There may be other explanations for the merging of the sisters‘ identity on the 

capital, but I propose that the composition was intentional.419  In the context of an 

Augustinian cloister, shortly after the implementation of reform, it is possible that the two 

sisters were deliberately portrayed as equals and were for this reason difficult to 

distinguish.  The depiction of Martha and Mary as side-by-side without head coverings 

and with overlapping bodies, as the focus of the sculpture in which their identities merge, 

is more than a straight-forward illustration of the gospel story.  Here we have another 

instance of the sisters as a metaphor for the active and contemplative lives.  Both ways of 

living reflected a longing toward Christ.   

 The unusual rendering of the sisters‘ hair on capital 33 reminds the viewer of the 

story of Mary Magdalene‘s anointing the feet of Christ.  I turn now to that very scene, 

depicted immediately to the right of the Lazarus sculpture, on capital 34 (fig. 50).  Just as 

                                                 
419 The tituli above the women could have simply been a mistake.  The artist who supplied the inscription 

may have worked independently from the sculptor or those who created the sculpture may have been 

illiterate and thus confused the titles and the women. I find these scenarios unlikely given the expense of 

white marble.  
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the sisters stand side-by-side, capitals 33 and 34 stand together; both capitals portray 

Martha and Mary and both depictions of the sisters face the south cloister walk.  On 

capital 34, the inscription along the top of the sculpture remains undamaged and clearly 

identifies the two figures as Martha and Mary Magdalene (MARTA / MARIA 

MAGDALENA).  Martha stands centered between two bands of ornamental fluting that 

frame the scene.  Her arms are crisscrossed.  Martha‘s right arm crosses over her left arm 

and she places both hands over the back of Mary Magdalene who kneels directly in front 

of her.420 

 On her knees, Mary looks to the left and extends her arms toward Christ on the 

west face of the capital.  All that remains of the figure of Christ is his cross-nimbus and 

the inscription:  Jesus the Nazarene (IHC NAZARE/NVS) (fig. 54).  Although Christ‘s 

feet and Mary‘s hands are no longer visible due to damage, Mary‘s left arm clearly 

reaches for Christ‘s feet and her right arm, sculpted in low relief, appears to reach for 

Christ‘s leg.  As on capital 33 depicting the resurrection of Lazarus, the east and south 

sides of the capital display full figures of two disciples who turn and gesture to their left 

around the capital.  On the east face stands Bartholomew (BARTOLOMEVS) and to the 

north stands James the son of Alphaeus (IACOBVS ALFEI), or Iacobus Alphaei in the 

                                                 
420 Mary Magdalene is honored in the suffrages of saints in a sixteenth-century manuscript (GS 

34) from Aosta that Robert Amiet asserts is based on ancient models: ―Oratio: Largire nobis, 

quaesumus, Domine, clementissime Pater, quod sicut Maria Magdalena Dominum nostrum filium 

tuum super omnia diligendo suorum obtinuit veniam peccatorum, ita nobis apud tuam 

misericordiam beatitudinem impetret sempiternam.  Per Christum.‖  A fifteenth-century 

manuscript of Aostan usage (GS44) reads: Maria ergo unixit pedes Iesu et extersit capillis suis, et 

domus impleta est ex odore unguenti V. Optimam partem elegit beate Maria R. Quae non 

auferetur ab ea in aeternum.‖  Robert Amiet, Rituale Augustanum, vol. 2, (Aosta: Typo-Offset 

Musumeci, 1974), 237.  Also Mary Magdalene was the patron saint of the maladerium located on 

the road to Rome to the east of the city walls of Aosta in the early thirteenth century, possibly 

earlier.   
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Vulgate.  In the gospel accounts, these two disciples attend the dinner at which Mary 

anoints the feet of Christ.   

 The portrayal of Mary Magdalene at the feet of Christ also recalls her as a model 

of penitence.  In his homilies, Gregory the Great portrays Mary as an example ―put 

before our eyes for hope and repentance.‖ He repeatedly calls on the visual powers of 

imagination to see Mary and emulate her repentance, so that if anyone be ―enkindled with 

the fires of lust….let him look on Mary, who purged away the love of her body by the 

fire of divine love.‖  According to Gregory, it is the almighty God himself who ―puts 

before our eyes at every turn those whom we ought to imitate.‖ 421  Gregory implores his 

audience to ―bring back to your mind‘s eye, and bring before you the repentant sinful 

woman for an example of imitation‖ (―ad vos oculos mentis reducite, et poenitentem 

peccatricem mulierem in exemplum vobis imitationis anteferte‖).  He explicitly states 

that this mental image of the sinful Mary should inspire his hearers to ―weep bitterly‖ 

(deflere) for the sins of their youth.422  Thus, Gregory encourages an imaginative 

encounter with Mary that requires both the physical response of tears as well as the 

                                                 
421 ―Therefore what, brother, ought we to see (aspicere) in this thing, except the immense mercy of our 

creator?  For he has placed before us a sign for an example (exempla) of repentance, those whom he made 

to live after a fall through repentance.  Indeed I carefully consider….I look at Mary [and others including 

Peter] and I see in them nothing else, except examples placed before our eyes of hope and repentance.  For 

perhaps … being set ablaze with the fire of lust, another has lost the cleanness of the body, let him look [at] 

Mary who in herself purged away the love of the flesh by the fire of divine love.  Behold God Almighty 

casts before our eyes those whom we ought to imitate, he places everywhere examples of mercy…‖  

―Quid itaque, fratres, quid in hac re debemus aspicere, nisi immensam misericordiam conditoris nostri, qui 

nobis velut in signo ad exemplum poenitentiae posuit eos quos per poenitentiam vivere post lapsum fecit? 

Perpendo enim…intueor Mariam et nihil in his aliud video, nisi ante oculos nostros posita spei et 

poenitentiae exempla… Alius libidinis igne succensus, carnis munditiam perdidit; aspiciat Mariam, quae in 

se amorem carnis igne divini amoris excoxit. Ecce omnipotens Deus ubique oculis nostris quos imitari 

debeamus objicit, ubique exempla suae misericordiae opponit.‖ Gregory the Great, Homilia 25, PL 

76:1196B.  For English translation of Gregory‘s sermons see, Gregory the Great, Gregory the Great: Forty 

Gospel Homilies, trans. David Hurst (Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications, 1990). 
422 Gregory the Great, Homilia 33, PL 76:1245C-D and Gregory the Great: Forty Gospel Homilies, 278.  
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spiritual response of repentance.  If the ―mental‖ memory of Mary weeping at the feet of 

Christ calls for this holistic response, the bodily encounter with the sculpted image of 

Mary in the cloister would beckon the canons to repentance and contemplation.  

 Gregory‘s explanations are especially relevant since two of his homilies (dated to 

the eleventh and twelfth centuries) have survived in Aosta.  The larger codex contains the 

forty homilies of Gregory the Great.  The second and smaller codex, decorated with 

zoomorphic initials and geometric designs, includes twelve of his homilies.423  Thus, it is 

likely that the canons of St. Ursus were aware of Gregory‘s admonitions to ―envision and 

emulate‖ Mary‘s actions of contemplation portrayed as a material metaphor in the 

cloister.  

 In the Aosta sculpture, Mary‘s posture at the feet of Christ follows traditional 

iconography.  The depiction of Martha, however, is quite unusual.  To my knowledge, no 

other medieval depiction of Martha with crisscrossed arms is extant.  The crossed arms of 

Christ in the imago pietatis are similar to Martha‘s, but these depictions of Christ date 

only to the fourteenth-century and the context is drastically different than the image of 

Martha; thus the imago pietatis is not useful for interpreting Martha‘s gesture.  One other 

figure of a woman with partially crossed arms is found in the portrayal of the families of 

                                                 
423 The smaller codex also contains ―formulas of the honest life‖ formula vitae honestae on the four 

cardinal virtues composed by St. Martin of Braga (c. 520-580) and dedicated to king Miro, a sixth-century 

king of the Roman province of Galicia in Spain.  Amato Pietro Frutaz, Le fonti per la storia della valle 

d’Aosta (Roma: edizioni di storia e letteratura, 1966) 18, n. 3 and 4.  Frutaz does not note the manuscript 

shelfmarks.  Martin of Braga was born in Pannonia.  After meeting Spanish pilgrims in Palestine on 

pilgrimage he returned with them to the Roman province of Galicia in northwest Spain.  He founded 

monasteries, became bishop of Dumio, and then archbishop of Braga.  He is described by Gregory of Tours 

as one filled with virtue and great learning. http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09731b.htm. Accessed 

October 29, 2009.  Further research on the codicology of the Gregory homilies in Aosta, including the 

provenance of the Braga manuscript, may reveal connections between Aosta and Spain. 
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Jacob and Esau on a capital on the west side of the Aosta cloister.424  The third figure in 

the row, a woman without a head covering, possibly Dinah or a maidservant, partially 

crosses her arms, covering her groin (fig. 40).  But this gesture is not the same as that of 

Martha who clearly crosses her arms over Mary‘s back.  The figure in the family portrait 

of Jacob and Esau supplies context for the unusual gestures of women in the iconography 

of the cloister, but it does not offer further insight into the meaning of Martha‘s unusual 

gesture.   

 Kingsley Porter interprets Martha‘s crossed arms in the cloister sculpture as a 

symbol of restraint:  Martha restrains Mary.  Yet he provides no basis for this 

interpretation.425  Don Paolo Papone explains the crossed arms of Martha as a symbol of 

modesty, similar to that of Eve in the garden, and thus as a representation of the vows of 

chastity taken by the Augustinian canons who lived in the cloister.426  Yet I found no 

gestures like Martha‘s in medieval images of Eve; neither did I find this gesture in 

personifications of modesty or chastity (modestia, pudentia).  In fact, in the contemporary 

sculpture of Eve from the Aosta cloister, currently in the Museo Civico in Turin, Eve 

holds only one hand over her groin as a sign of shame (fig. 55). 

 My initial interpretation of Martha‘s gesture is that her crossed arms serve to link 

her physically and visually to Mary Magdalene.  Just as in the Lazarus scene (discussed 

above), the bodies of Martha and Mary overlap.  The visual metaphor of overlapping 

                                                 
424 The first, second, and fourth figures from the left, presumably Rachel, Leah and a maidservant, all with 

head coverings, bend their left arms and tuck them under their cloaks.  Their right arms cross over the left 

and their hands cover their pelvis area.  
425 Porter, Lombard Architecture, vol. 2, 65. 
426 Paolo Papone, email correspondence with the author in September 2009.  
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bodies mirrors the overlapping nature of the contemplative and active lives.  Martha‘s 

posture is also active rather than passive.  She does not take a passive stance in 

submission to her sister‘s role as the better part (melior pars).  Beyond this preliminary 

observation, the meaning of Martha‘s gesture in this sculpture remains a mystery.   

 One thing is certain:  Martha is prominent in this sculpture.  She is not simply 

side-by-side with her sister as in the Lazarus depiction on capital 33.  Martha is depicted 

in an authoritative stance as she gazes directly at the viewer.  Her dominance is unusual 

in the iconography of the anointing scene.  Typically, Mary Magdalene is shown without 

her sister.  If Martha does appear, she is in the background as a secondary character.  

Christ generally sits or reclines at table with nimbed disciples and Mary is shown 

prostrate or kneeling at his feet.  Christ is not shown standing.  Mary‘s long hair flows 

through her hands and over Christ‘s feet: a container for the perfumed oil often rests by 

her side.  Mary and Christ are normally the focus of the scene, but in the Aosta sculpture, 

it is Martha who is front and center.  Her name comes first in the inscription on this 

capital as well as, presumably, on capital 33.  The patron, or artist, of the Aosta capitals 

ensured that Martha‘s presence, and thus the importance of the active life, was visually 

present in the cloister. 

 I propose that the prominence of Martha on capital 34 is due to the growing 

prestige of the active life at the time of reform.  Martha, as a metaphor for the active life, 

was common among reformers.  Given that the Augustinian canons of St. Ursus were a 

local implementation of these reforms, the regular canons would identify with this 
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emphasis on the active life.  Bruno of Segni (c. 1048-1123), who was closely connected 

with reform and the reforming popes, writes in his commentary on Luke:   

Although the contemplative life is better than the active because it is 

without care and never fails, yet the active life is necessary because the 

contemplative could not exist without it in this life.427   

 

Without negating the importance of Mary, Bruno emphasizes the absolute necessity of 

Martha‘s part.  He goes on to write that Martha is more useful than Mary since Martha 

helps everyone and Mary helps only herself.428  Bruno, who attempted to live both as a 

monk and a bishop at the same time, is a contemporary example of someone trying to 

combine activity with prayer.  The vitae of St. Ursus, both the sculpted vita in the cloister 

and the two written vitae from the ninth and twelfth centuries, contain many elements of 

the active life (chapter two).  Thus, both the broader context of reform ideology and the 

local context of reform implementation provide a solid reason for the interpretation of 

Martha, and the active life she represents, to be prominently displayed in the cloister.   

 Just as in capital 33, so in capital 34, the hair of Martha and Mary is unbound and 

uncovered.  And as before, the depiction of their hair is unusual.  On her right side, 

Martha‘s hair rises up slightly toward Christ who is portrayed on the west face of the 

capital.  Even though Martha is standing, her hair oddly participates in the anointing 

                                                 
427 ―Quamvis igitur contemplativa melior sit quam activa, quia sine sollicitudine est, et nunquam fallit, 

activa tamen tam necessaria est, ut ipsa quoque contemplativa in hac vita sine ea esse non possit.‖  Bruno 

of Segni, Commentaria in Lucam, PL 165:0392C.  Bruno of Segni (c. 1048 – 1123) was born in Solero, 

Italy in Piedmont.  He was closely connected with Urban II, whom he accompanied to France in 1095.  He 

was a personal friend of Gregory VII, and was consecrated Bishop of Segni by the pope in Campagna or 

Rome, in 1080. He was a monk and abbot at the same time.  In 1102 he became a monk of Monte Casino 

and was elected abbot in 1107, without, however, resigning his Episcopal charge.  

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/03014a.htm.  Accessed April 9, 2010.  See also: Constable, Three 

Studies, 42-3. 

428 Ibid., PL 165:0392CD 
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scene along with Mary.  This detail indicates again that the roles of the sisters and the two 

lives they represent are mysteriously integrated in the Aosta version of this scene.   

 The rendering of the posture of Mary Magdalene at the feet of Christ on capital 34 

is more typical, but once again, the depiction of Mary‘s hair is curious.  She kneels at 

Christ‘s feet as one would expect in an anointing scene, but her hair does not conform to 

gravity and fall naturally toward Christ‘s feet.  Instead, it rises vertically.  Although 

difficult to see, due to damage to the sculpture, it seems that the lines of the hair flow 

upward toward the head of Christ and align with the decorative fluting (fig. 56).   

 What is the significance of this unnatural movement of the Magdalene‘s hair?  

One possibility is that the unnatural lifting of her hair refers to the sweet smelling odor 

that rose up to fill the entire house of Simon when Mary anointed Christ‘s feet with oil.429  

According to Origen, the perfumed oil and its fragrance signifies the good works of 

Christians.  He took the different types of anointing in the gospel accounts to signify both 

works directed toward people and those directed toward God.  When Christians give alms 

to the poor, visit the sick, entertain strangers, or show kindness and humility, they are 

anointing the feet of Christ as Mary did in John 12:3, or as the sinful woman, presumably 

Mary, did in Luke 7:38.  On the other hand, when Christians fast and pray, they anoint 

the head of Christ with oil as described in the similar account in Mark 14:3.  In both 

cases, the result of the anointing is the same fragrance of good works that ―fills the whole 

house‖ when the perfumed oil is used to anoint Christ.430  If the patron of the Aosta 

                                                 
429 John 12:3.  
430 Augustine, In Johannis Evangelium Tractatus, CCSL 36 (Turnholt: Brepols, 1954), 435.   
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sculpture was aware of this interpretation of the anointing scene, it is possible that the 

uplifted hair is an attempt to portray Mary as anointing both Christ‘s feet and his head.  

Thus, the anointing of Christ‘s feet in the sculpture represents the active life and the hair 

flowing toward Christ‘s head would represent the contemplative life.  This unusual 

depiction would stand as a material metaphor for both acts of charity and acts of worship 

embodied by the Augustinian canons who viewed this sculpture.    

 Another possible interpretation for this atypical portrayal of Mary‘s abundant and 

unruly hair, is that her hair represents a sacrifice of riches offered to Christ.  In a letter 

from Ambrose to his sister he casts the woman who anoints the feet of Christ as a 

metaphor for the church:   

… the Church had hair, and she sought the Nazarite [Christ]. Hair is 

counted as among the superfluities of the body, but if they be anointed, 

they give forth a good odour, and are an ornament to the head; if they be 

not anointed with oil, they are a burden. So, too, riches are a burden if you 

know not how to use them, and sprinkle them not with the odour of Christ. 

But if you nourish the poor, if you wash their wounds and wipe away their 

filth, you have indeed wiped the feet of Christ.  The Church, then, both 

washes the feet of Christ and wipes them with her hair, and anoints them 

with oil, and pours ointment upon them, because not only does she care 

for the wounded and cherish the weary, but also sprinkles them with the 

sweet odour of grace;  and pours forth the same grace not only on the rich 

and powerful, but also on men of lowly estate. She weighs all with equal 

balance, gathers all in the same bosom, and cherishes them in the same 

lap.431 

 

The Church had hair.  In other words, the church had riches.  Hair is a ―superfluity‖ of 

the body, and like riches, which one can live without—without hair and without riches.  

                                                 
431 http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/340941.htm.  Accessed October 7, 2009.  Translated by H. de 

Romestin, E. de Romestin, and H.T.F. Duckworth, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Second Series, vol. 10 

ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1896). 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08673a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12327a.htm
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If the church used its riches to nourish the poor without respect to persons then it is as if 

the riches are anointed with oil and they obtain the sweet smelling odor of grace.  But 

riches are a burden if they are not used in the service of Christ and others.  Thus, riches 

should be sacrificed for Christ, just as Mary sacrificed her hair and expensive perfume to 

anoint Christ.  This passage equates the giving up of riches for the sake of Christ with the 

active life of the church—caring for the wounded and cherishing the weary—with the 

anointing of Christ by Mary.  In the context of this quotation, Mary Magdalene‘s sacrifice 

of her hair to anoint Christ could signify the regular canons‘ sacrifice of their riches as 

they took vows of poverty.  The presence of this sculpture, and its unusual focus on hair, 

would thus reinforce the regular canons‘ recent reform driven decisions to pour out their 

riches before Christ.  By the sacrifice of her hair, Mary, who typically represents the 

contemplative life, shares in the active life of her sister Martha.432     

 These discussions may not explain the atypical depictions of Martha and Mary‘s 

hair, but it does illustrate that there may have been another layer of meaning applied to 

hair that the medieval canons would have understood.  In the Middle Ages, hair could 

signify marital status, devotion, repentance, labor, or even wealth.  The number of 

anomalies and the degree of the strangeness in the rendering of hair on the capital 

                                                 
432 Augustine in his tractates on the Gospel of John, echoes Ambrose by equating riches with hair:  ―Wipe 

with [your] hair: if you have abundance, give to the poor, and you have wiped the feet of the Lord.  Indeed, 

hair seems to be superfluous to the body.  You have that you might act out of your abundance: it is 

superfluous to you but necessary for the feet of the Lord.  Perhaps on earth the Lord‘s feet are in need.  

Concerning which, indeed, isn‘t it said, ‗Inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of mine, you did it unto 

me.‘  You spent your abundance, but you have yielded to my feet.‖ (―Capillis terge: si habes superflua, da 

pauperibus, et domini pedes teristi; capilli enim superflua corporis videntur. Habes quod agas de 

superfluibus tuis; tibi superflua sunt, sed Domini pedibus necessaria. Forte in terra Domini pedes indigent. 

De quibus enim nisi de membris suis in fine dicturus est: Cum uni ex minimis meis fecistis, mihi fecistis? 

Superflua vestra impendistis, sed pedibus meis obsecuti estis.‖) Augustine, In Johannis Evangelium 

Tractatus, CCSL 36, 435. 
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sculptures, as well as the lack of comparable examples (in the cloister or elsewhere) of 

gravity-defying hair, indicates a purposeful portrayal.  The unnatural representations of 

hair may indeed be an intentional expression of the complexities of Martha and Mary as 

metaphors, rather than the random whimsy of an artist.433  In fact, the enigmatic quality 

of this image invites engagement and meditation.  

 In addition to the strange depictions of hair, the sculpture of Martha and Mary on 

capitals 33 and 34 contains several other unusual elements: their placement as the focal 

scene on both capitals; the prominent and active presence of Martha in the anointing 

scene on capital 34 and her curious gesture of crossed arms; the focus on Martha and 

Mary on both capitals, rather than Christ; and the fact that the sisters are portrayed not 

once, but twice, in the cloister sculpture.  All of these elements suggest the interpretation 

of the siblings as a metaphor for the mixed life.  

 The placement the Martha and Mary sculpture within a row of historiated capitals 

(32-36) that depict the implementation of reform in Aosta is further evidence that the 

metaphor was intentionally represented.  Capital 32, the sculptural narrative of the vita of 

St. Ursus provides a vivid exempla of the active life for the regular canons to follow.  The 

two capitals that depict Martha and Mary (33 and 34) are framed between the sculpted 

vita of St. Ursus on the left and the two capitals (35 and 36) commemorating the 

foundation of the regular canons on the right (fig. 8).  On capital 35, St. Augustine, St. 

                                                 
433 For another example of the divergent meaning of hair styles in the Middle Ages see Karen A. Winstead, 

―St. Katherine‘s Hair,‖ in St Katherine of Alexandria: Texts and Contexts in Western Medieval Europe, ed.  

Jacqueline Jenkins and Katherine J. Lewis (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2003), 171-199.  For the 

significance of hair depicted in the Romanesque capitals at Vézelay see Kirk Ambrose, The Nave Sculpture 

of Vézelay: The Art of Monastic Viewing (Ontario: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 2006), 73-83. 
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Peter, the twelfth-century Bishop Herbert, and St. Ursus himself participate across time in 

the depiction of the ordination of the first prior of the regular canons.  And capital 36, the 

last contemporary capital along the south ambulatory, contains the inscription of the date 

of the foundation of the new order of Augustinian canons.   

 Thus, the two representations of Martha and Mary are framed by sculptures that 

announce the local implementation of reform.  The sisters stand as material metaphors in 

the south arcade of the cloister, a place populated by portraits of those who model the 

mixed life:  St. Augustine, the namesake of their order and their rule; St. Ursus, their 

patron saint; Bishop Herbert, the Augustinian canon who likely initiated the twelfth-

century reform in Aosta; and Prior Arnulf, the first prior of the college of regular canons.  

Within this array of men stand depictions of two women.  As material metaphors, the 

sculptures of Martha and Mary function as authoritative models. 

 The focus on Martha and Mary on these two historiated capitals was purposeful.  

The sisters not only represented the biblical narrative, but also spoke eloquently about the 

nature of religious life.  The iconography of the sisters in the cloister of St. Ursus differs 

in so many respects from the traditional iconography of Martha and Mary, it was almost 

certainly created for, or even designed by, the reformed canons in Aosta.  The appearance 

of the sisters not once, but twice, emphasizes their importance.  The placement of the 

capitals Martha and Mary capitals further reinforces the significance of the women as 

biblical binaries.  The canons intentionally selected the images of the sisters to shape 

spiritual center of their community to reinforce the new religious life they professed.  
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Conclusion   

 Textual metaphors for the active and contemplative lives—Leah and Rachel as 

well as Martha and Mary—provided memorable and authoritative models from the sacred 

past for religious communities and individuals to imagine how to live a spiritual life in 

the physical world.  These metaphors were more than a matter of thought, they gave form 

to ways of living that otherwise were not easily communicated or embodied.  The canons 

of St. Ursus transformed textual metaphors they had inherited from patristic and medieval 

authors into material metaphors that ―appropriately adorned‖ the cloister.434  Since the 

sculptures were commissioned by Augustinian bishops, the metaphorical meaning of 

these biblical binaries would have been unmistakable.  The material and visual nature of 

the images transformed the narratives of the past into a tangible form that could 

continually communicate to the medieval canons.435  The canons intentionally shaped the 

world they inhabited to reinforce the identity of their nascent community, to focus their 

collective experience, and to instruct the next generation in the ideals of the reformed, 

mixed life.   

 The experience of living in the midst of these material metaphors strengthened the 

collective identity of the regular canons and stimulated the embodied practice both of 

contemplation and acts of charity.  The cloister walkways directed movement through the 

arcades, created intentional paths, and guaranteed that the canons moved past these 

monuments daily.  Since the historiated capital itself was a new, cutting-edge medium, 

                                                 
434 Portion of quotation on capital 25 in the cloister (see epigraph at beginning of chapter 2).   
435 Pascal Boyer, The Naturalness of Religious Ideas: A Cognitive Theory of Religion (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1994), 259-260.   
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engagement with the sculpted capitals would have been especially vivid.  Performing 

ritual acts and utterances, the medieval canons may have explicitly engaged the sculpture, 

either in meditation or perhaps on the feast day of Martha and Mary.  If Gregory the 

Great‘s invocation to envision Mary Magdalene in the ―mind‘s eye‖ demanded the 

embodied response of weeping and repentance, the presence of material metaphors from 

the sacred past in the cloister would indeed call for a physical and spiritual response.  

These material images provided a metaphorical shorthand for the life that the canons 

embodied—a religious life committed both to acts of contemplation and service.   

 Through the exegesis of these material metaphors of biblical binaries I have 

gained a deeper sense of how the twelfth-century Augustinian canons at the college of St. 

Ursus established their identity and implemented reformation ideals within their 

community.  The material metaphors of the active and contemplative lives in the cloister 

indicate that the first generations of regular canons did not imagine reform as something 

new.  They envisioned their life as a life based on authoritative models from the sacred 

past.  The metaphorical meaning of the sculpted binaries of Martha and Mary, and Leah 

and Rachel in the Aosta cloister reveals a trace of how the canons of St. Ursus envisioned 

their spiritual lives in the midst of reform. 
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CHAPTER V 

 

The Practice of Place in Medieval Aosta 

 

 

 ―[a city] does not tell its past, but contains it like the lines of a hand, written in the 

corners of the streets, the gratings of the windows, the banisters of the steps… every 

segment marked in turn with scratches, indentations, scrolls.‖436  

 

- Italo Calvino 

 

 

 Although the election of the prior of St. Ursus to the bishopric in Aosta indicated 

some level of reconciliation between the secular and regular canons, traces of conflict 

between the two communities were still present one hundred years after the 

implementation of these reforms.  The fraternal relationship between seculars and 

regulars continued to echo the uneasy embrace of the uterine brothers Jacob and Esau, 

portrayed in the cloister sculpture (fig. 39).  This chapter explores how the canons‘ 

brotherly embrace was negotiated in the urban space of thirteenth-century Aosta—among 

the streets, walls, and gates of the city—in coordination with the sounds of bells.  

 The cartulary of St. Ursus contains thirteenth-century records of mutual petitions 

between the two communities of canons that describe their intense disagreements 

concerning the ringing of bells, parish boundaries, and the order of processions.  The 

resolution of these disputes prescribed visual and auditory performances of brotherly 

cooperation.  Liturgical documents offer a glimpse of how the canons enacted these 

resolutions in processions that traversed the places in between the cathedral and the 

church of St. Ursus; processions that moved both inside and outside the city walls. The 

                                                 
436 Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities (Orlando: Harcourt, Inc, 1974), 10-11.   



 
237 

canons coordinated their ritual movement through the urban topography of Aosta with the 

sound of the bells, a sound that transcends material boundaries.  The sensory experience 

of places and the material culture within and around these places mattered greatly in the 

peaceful negotiation of ecclesiastical conflict in thirteenth-century Aosta.   

 After a brief description of the walls and gates of Aosta, I begin with an 

examination of a 1233 arbitration between the canons of the cathedral and those of St. 

Ursus regarding their parish boundary and the coordination of bell ringing to coincide 

with the processional crossing of this boundary.  Then I discuss a 1269 arbitration 

stipulating the bodily placement of the two types of canons in such processions.  In an 

attempt to reconstruct the processional practice in the medieval urban landscape of the 

city, I continue with a description of the Aosta‘s rogational liturgy.  During the three days 

of Rogations, processions circumscribe the Roman walls that materially delineate the 

city, integrating the urban landscape into the liturgy.  The chapter concludes with a 

synopsis of how, by considering material structures and place, we may enhance our sense 

of the ways in which the two communities of canons bodily displayed their unity.  

 

The Walls and Gates of Aosta 

 The Romans built the walled city of Aosta (Augusta Praetoria) in 25 B.C. as a 

military outpost to guard the alpine passes after the Romans defeated the local Salassi 

tribes in the valley.  The massive walls of Aosta enclosed a space measuring 728 x 574 

meters (796 x 628 yards, or 1.62 miles in circumference).  The foundations for the walls 

were four meters wide (13.2 feet) and one and one-half meters deep (4.9 feet) and the 
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walls themselves were around two meters (6.56 feet) wide and as high as six and one-half 

meters (21.33 feet) tall.  The Romans covered the exterior surface of the walls with 

blocks of limestone and reinforced the circumference of the walls with twenty fortified 

towers, creating a powerful defensive structure.437   

 In addition to offering protection, the material walls also articulated places inside 

and outside of the Roman city.  Inside the walls, the streets divided the city into blocks, 

or insula, creating places for private residences, shops, and a plethora of public buildings, 

including temples, baths, a forum, a theatre, and an amphitheatre.  Outside the walls were 

fields and necropoli.  Roman law designated the pomerium (a sacred strip of land 

encircling the city outside the walls that could not be inhabited, plowed, or used for 

burials).  The open space of the pomerium set the walls apart from the surrounding 

landscape, creating a visually impressive material boundary.438   

 The walls of Aosta were pierced by four gates that opened to the cardinal 

directions and corresponded to the two primary roads that divided the city into quadrants.  

The most important gate, the porta praetoria, marking the eastern entrance to the city, 

was composed of two parallel walls; each wall was four meters thick (about 13 feet).  The 

gate consisted of three arched passages: a high central passage for vehicles and two low 

passages on either side for pedestrians (fig. 64).  The place between the walls and above 

                                                 
437 Francesco Corni, Aosta antica: la cità romana (Aosta: Typografia Valdotana, 1989), 37. Lin Colliard, 

La vielle Aoste, vol. 1 (Aosta: Musumeci Editeur, 1978), 13.  At about the same time, the Romans also 

established the city of Turin to guard the alpine passes to Gaul.  The walls of Turin measured 760 x 660 

meters, slightly larger than Aosta.  However, the Roman walls of Turin are not extant.  Geoffrey Symcox 

and Anthony L. Cardoza, The History of Turin (Turin: Einaudi, 2006), 11-12.  
438 Lesley Adkins and Roy Adkins, Dictionary of Roman Religion (New York: Facts on File, 1996), 181.  

Large sections of the Roman walls of Aosta can still be seen today. 
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the arcades, served as a stronghold for the garrison.  The outside surface of the gate was 

vested in white and green marble and decorated with two niches that possibly held statues 

of deities.439  The Romans planned an impressive approach to the city with an 

unobstructed view from the stone bridge over the Buthier River, through the 

commemorative arch of Augustus, to arrive at the marble covered entrance.    

 The eastern gate, and the road that led into Aosta from the east, changed 

significantly during the Middle Ages.  By the thirteenth century, the gate was no longer 

named for the praetorian guard, instead the entrance assumed onomastic links to the burg 

of St. Ursus; the lords of St. Ursus, who lived at the gate; and the Holy Trinity, since a 

small chapel dedicated to the Holy Trinity stood above the gate (as discussed below).440  

The three arched entrances into the city were no longer visible during the Middle Ages.  

Two of the openings were enclosed, leaving only the small northern portal as a 

thoroughfare (figs. 60 and 65).  The broad road leading to the eastern gate also changed.  

The addition of buildings to the south side of the street reduced the width of the road by 

half, aligning the thoroughfare with the smaller northern portal.441  The canons of St. 

Ursus and the cathedral canons passed through this small portal every time they went into 

and out of the city, whether on routine business or during liturgical processions.  Thus, 

the material presence of the walls and eastern gate of the city shaped the practice of place 

in medieval Aosta. 

                                                 
439 Gardner, Julian, ―An Introduction to the Iconography of the Medieval Italian City Gate,‖ Dumbarton 

Oaks Papers, vol. 41, Studies on Art and Archeology in Honor of Ernst Kitzinger on His Seventy-Fifth 

Birthday, (Washington D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1987), 202.  
440 Lin Colliard, Vieille, vol. 1, 196. 
441 Corni, 44-46. 
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1233 Arbitration – On the Ringing of Bells  

 The 1233 legal arbitration between the secular and regular canons of Aosta 

appears in a fifteenth-century cartulary of the college of St. Ursus, the Cartulaire de 

Saint-Ours or the Grand Cartulaire (described in the introduction).442  Although the 

majority of the documents collected in the cartulary are charters, it also contains a 

document dated 1233 that delineates ten mutual petitions between the cathedral canons 

and the canons of St. Ursus.  The cathedral‘s petitions concerned the regular canons‘ 

refusal to pay their one-third portion of the provisions for the archbishop‘s visits, a 

disagreement over parochial jurisdiction, a dispute over the quantity of candles owed to 

the cathedral at the feast of the purification of the blessed Virgin, and issues concerning 

the ringing of bells and the burial of noblemen.  In turn, the procurator of St. Ursus 

claimed that the cathedral inflicted ―undeserved and serious molestations and injuries‖ on 

the canons of St. Ursus in several matters:  the ownership of a field near the cathedral (a 

claim that is not addressed by the arbiters); the cathedral‘s failure to chant responsibly 

and ring their bells respectfully at the feast of the blessed Ursus; and disputes over bell-

ringing and processions when the canons of St. Ursus joined their brothers for mass at the 

cathedral.  Clearly, social tensions persisted between the two communities as they 

continued to struggle over their respective rights and responsibilities within the 

ecclesiastical structure.  I focus on the cathedral‘s dispute regarding the parochial 

                                                 
442 Orphée Zanolli, Cartulaire de Saint-Ours (VXe siècle) (Aosta: Bibliothèque de l‘ Archivum, 1975).  

The 1233 arbitration document no. 625, occurs on pages 340-346 and the 1269 document regarding 

processions appears as no. 623, on pages 330-332. 
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boundary and the complaints of both communities over the ringing of bells recorded in 

the 1233 arbitration.  

 

Rivus de Perron 

 Boundaries establish and articulate place.  The existence of an outer limit 

provides a sense of identity within a particular place as distinct from other exterior 

places.443  In thirteenth-century Aosta, the rivus de Perron was a boundary that 

articulated the place of the cathedral canons (the parish of St. John) as distinct from that 

of the canons of St. Ursus (the parish of St. Lawrence).  In the 1233 arbitration, the 

cathedral canons accused the canons of St. Ursus of usurping land on the cathedral‘s side 

of this ancient boundary.   

 The rivus de Perron itself was not special.  Formed by a stream of water diverted 

from the Buthier River to flow inside the city walls, the rivus followed the route of the 

former Roman sewer ( longer functioning by the thirteenth century), bisecting the city 

from North to South.  Although the rivus is no longer visible (city officials rerouted the 

rivus underground in the 1930s), today‘s via Xavier de Maistre and via Ribitel/Olletti 

follow the same route as the medieval rivus (fig. 57).444    

 What is a rivus?  In Etymologies, Isidore of Seville defines a rivus as a ditch that 

diverts (derivare) water for irrigation.445  In patristic writings, the word rivus also refers 

                                                 
443 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven F. Rendall (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1984), 122, 128-129. 
444 Zanolli, Cartulaire, 98.    
445 Isidore of Seville, The Etymologies of Isidore of Seville, ed. Stephen A. Barney, W. J. Lewis, J. A. 

Beah, Oliver Berghof (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 280.  
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to actual rivers such as rivus de Aegypti and rivus de Jordanis or to smaller streams of 

water such as rivus de fonte.  It is not clear how dominant a water feature the Perron rivus 

was in the Middle Ages.  It may have been a channel for clean water or possibly an open 

sewer. Yet we know that the rivus was large enough to require a small bridge, likely 

wooden, called the pontielle Perron.446 

 This bridge and the rivus were named after the Perron family, which occupied the 

land bordering the stream at the northeast corner of the city.  Extant cartularies contain 

references to the ―place‖ of Perron as early as 1199 and as late as 1300.447  Individuals 

named Perron are found in Aostan documents from 1138 through 1233.  In fact, Anselm 

of Perron, a canon of the cathedral, is listed as a witness of this 1233 arbitration.  The 

memory and identity of the Perron family was deeply embedded in the urban landscape.   

 In 1233, the cathedral canons stated that the rivus of Perron was a ―faithful 

boundary established by forefathers‖ (―a veteribus fidelem terminum statutum fuisse‖).  

The cathedral canons produced witnesses to corroborate their testimony (―per testes ad 

famam corroborandam productos‖).  The canons of St. Ursus, on the other hand, were 

attempting to extend the limits of their suburban parish beyond this boundary further into 

the city.  They reasoned that they owned two houses in the cathedral‘s parish—the house 

of Gormundus and the house of the Scots—that the canons of St. Ursus had also 

possessed for a very long time (―domo Scotorum que diucius ab eisdem regularibus a 

                                                 
446 As the furthest western border of the parish of St. Lawrence, the ponteille Perron was the end of many 

processions in the burg of St. Ursus. Lin Colliard, La vieille Aoste, vol. 1 (Aosta: Musumeci Editeur, 1978), 

98. 
447 Colliard notes the date of 1199, ibid., 98.  The earliest I found in the index of the cartulary of St. Ursus 

was 1217.  Only a few extant charters are dated as early as the twelfth-century.   
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priscis temporibus possidetur‖).448  They each argued their cases from long-established 

tradition.   

 Nonetheless, possession of property in another parish did not automatically 

change the boundary.  Several charters, including the cartulary of St. Ursus and the 

thirteenth-century cartulary of the cathedral, indicate the fluidity of property ownership 

over time.  Property in the St. Lawrence parish, as well as others, was often bequeathed 

or sold to the cathedral canons, and likewise, property within the parish of St. John, as 

well as other parishes, was often bequeathed, or sold, to the canons of St. Ursus.  Thus, 

the regular canons‘ claim to property in the cathedral‘s parish was not a sufficient reason 

to change the ―ancient‖ boundary, regardless of how long they had held the property.  

The arbiters imposed ―perpetual silence‖ on the procurator of St. Ursus concerning the 

change of boundary and the matter was closed.449  

 The churches of St. Ursus and St. Lawrence stood in the parish of St. Lawrence, 

well outside the eastern walls of the city.  Both churches were originally built on 

graveyards that by Roman law could only exist beyond the pomerium.450  Yet by the 

thirteenth-century, buildings stretched from the churches in the burg all the way to the 

                                                 
448 It is interesting that people identified as ―Scots‖ live in Aosta, given Aosta‘s location on the road 

between St. Gall and Bobbio. 
449 The arbiters of this arbitration were presumably the twelve men who signed the arbitration document: 

magisters, noblemen, a deacon, a subdeacon of the cathedral, a curator, a priest, and even a converso of St. 

Ursus.  The list does not include the bishop; although Bonifacius was presumably bishop at this time.  The 

arbitration seems to be a local affair, with no mention of the presence of the archbishop as is the case in the 

1269 arbitration discussed below.  (―Anselmo de Perron, Petro de Ulgina, Jacobo de Monte Alto, magistro 

Petro de Delbia sacerdotibus, Vullermo de Palacio, magistro Vullermo Giroldo de Casaleto dyaconis, 

Aymone de Curiis, Aymone de Palacio subdyaconis et canonicis Augustensibus, Gonterio curatore, 

Gonterio de Curia Miore, Othone sacerdotibus et canonicis, et Ebrardo de Graczano converso Sancti Ursi.‖) 

Zanolli, Cartulaire, 346. 
450 Adkins and Adkins, Dictionary of Roman Religion (New York: Facts on File, 1996), 34. 



 
244 

walls, indeed buildings were likely appended to the walls.  The parish boundary (which 

included the burg of St. Ursus) now extended inside the city walls to the rivus—

incorporating almost a third of the city itself.  This extension of the parish of St. 

Lawrence into the city of Aosta may indicate that the canons of St. Ursus had 

successfully expanded their parish toward the city center at some point in the past.  No 

documentary evidence exists to support this assumption, but the obvious material 

delineation of the parish to the east would have been the walls themselves rather than the 

rivus.  Instead, the parish crossed the massive walls of the city.  The fact that the parish 

and the burg extended well within these walls by the thirteenth-century testifies to the 

exceptional authority of the canons of St. Ursus to reach beyond the most obvious 

material boundaries to challenge their mother church, the cathedral.   

 However, this attempt by the canons of St. Ursus to re-articulate their parish and 

extend their power was denied and the current parish boundary was reestablished.  In the 

arbiters‘ ―impartial judgment,‖ the parochial jurisdiction of the cathedral must remain the 

same, ―in the manner of its previous stability‖ (a modo in antea stabilitate persistere), 

and for the canons of St. Ursus to continue possessing the houses, located barely over the 

parish boundary (solummodo infra limitem), in peace for perpetuity.   

 According to the arbiters, the resolution not only reinforced a physical boundary, 

it also corrected the sins of the canons of St. Ursus: 

And so, the aforementioned arbiters, wishing to preserve in this matter the 

decorum and honor of the aforementioned monastery [St. Ursus], and not 

to blacken the purity of religion with the rust of avarice, [and] desiring to 

cut off from the same regulars [canons of St. Ursus] the disgrace of all 

greed, they [the arbiters] have defined through an impartial/arbitrated 
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judgment that whatever is held from the stream of Perron and this side 

[cathedral side of the stream] ought to remain in the parochial jurisdiction 

in the name of the church of the blessed Mary in the manner previously 

established…451 

 

To the arbiters, the actions of the canons of St. Ursus to augment their parish revealed the 

sins of greed and avarice.  Whether or not the accusation was true is not my concern.   

The arbiters‘ choice of dramatic metaphors to describe these transgressions is important.  

Their language vividly characterizes this conflict over physical space as a blackness and 

corrosiveness that threatened the ―purity of religion‖ itself as well as the honor and 

decorum of the canons of St. Ursus.  The arbiters‘ action prevented the canons of St. 

Ursus from the ―disgrace of all greed.‖  The canons of St. Ursus were clearly in the 

wrong.  

 Things were different a hundred years earlier.  The canons of St. Ursus were then 

the very image of the ―purity of religion,‖ embracing the new reforming vows of poverty 

and charity in imitation of the apostles.  As discussed in chapter one, a bull from pope 

Innocent II, addressed to prior Arnulf and the canons of St. Ursus in 1135, suggests that 

the cathedral canons, the ―mother church,‖ posed a threat to the communal property of 

the nascent Augustinian community: 

Therefore, we establish that neither to the mother church nor to any man at all 

is it permitted rashly to disturb your church or to steal its possessions or to 

retain things stolen, to threaten, or to exact from you anything beyond what 

                                                 
451 ―…memorati siquidem arbitri, volentes in hac parte decorum et honestatem dicti monasterii conservare 

et ne candor religionis avaricie rubigine denigretur, tocius cupiditatis obprobrium cupientes ab eisdem 

regularibus amputare, per sentenciam arbitralem diffinierunt quod quitquid a rivo de Perron et citra 

contineatur ecclesie Beate Marie nomine juris parrochialis debeat a modo in antea stabilitate persistere…‖  

Zanolli, Cartulaire, 342-343. 
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has been established from antiquity or to harass you with any sort of 

molestations.  But all things are to be preserved whole...452 

 

At the initial transition from private to communal property, the cathedral canons posed a 

threat to the canons of St. Ursus.  At the implementation of reform, the canons of St. 

Ursus requested protection from the pope from the greed of the secular canons who might 

threaten, or steal, the communal possessions of the regulars.  In Aosta, as elsewhere, 

accusations of avarice were often leveled against secular canons during twelfth-century 

reforms.   

 By the thirteenth-century, however, the tables seem to have turned.  The arbiters 

and the secular canons of the cathedral now accused the regular canons of greed and 

corruption.  Presumably, the canons of St. Ursus would have benefited from the extension 

of their parish boundaries; an increase in property would have entailed an increase in 

tithes.  A shift of the border closer to the city center and nearer the cathedral certainly 

would have meant more power and prestige for the canons of St. Ursus.  The vivid 

rhetoric of the 1233 arbitration claiming to protect the honor of the supposedly 

―reformed‖ canons would have been especially offensive to the canons of St. Ursus who 

had taken vows to abstain from just such worldly greed.  The public resolution literally 

put the canons of St. Ursus in their place.   

 

                                                 
452 ―Statuimus ergo ut neque matrici ecclesie nec alicui omnino hominum liceat vestrum ecclesiam temere 

perturbare aut eius possessiones auferre vel ablatas retinere, minuere, seu a vobis quicquam ultra id quod 

est antiquitus consitutum exigere aut vos quibuslibet molestiis fatigare.  Sed omnia integra conserventur…‖  

Paolo Papone and Viviana Vallet, ―Storia e liturgia nel culto di S. Orso,‖ Société académique: religieuse  et 

scientifique de l’ancien duché d’Aoste, novella série VII (Aosta: Imprimerie Valdôtaine, 2000), 241. 
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The Campaniles - First Complaint of the Canons of St. Ursus 

 The same 1233 arbitration addresses other matters concerning the parish 

boundary.  One such concern is the sounding of the campaniles at the ―place of Perron‖ 

(presumably the stream of Perron).  The procurator of St. Ursus, in the name of his 

―monastery,‖ complains (conquerendo monstraret) that ―undeserved and serious offenses 

and injuries were inflicted by the Aostan chapter [cathedral] toward them [canons of St. 

Ursus]‖ (―graves et indebitas dicto cenobio molestias et iniuries ab Augustensi Capitulo 

irrogari‖).  Two of these offenses involved the ringing of the bells in the campaniles of 

the churches of the two quarrelling communities.  

 The single campanile of St. Ursus, outside the city walls, and the double 

campaniles of the cathedral, inside the city walls, physically towered over the city.  The 

language of their bells would have sounded throughout Aosta, transcending all physical 

boundaries.  Around 1151, Bishop Gonterius de Ayma built the single, detached 

campanile that still stands today at the west entrance to the church of St. Ursus (fig. 58), 

replacing a smaller ninth- through tenth-century attached campanile.  The detached 

campanile, which may have originally been a defensive tower, measures 8.45 meter 

(approximately 28 feet) square at the base and is made of enormous stone blocks 

salvaged from Roman buildings (hewn from local stone, including travertine, granite, and 

gneiss).  Double, triple, and quadruple arched windows pierce all four sides.  An eight-
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sided pyramid spire was added in the fifteenth century, and today the tower stands at a 

height of 43 meters (141 feet).453   

 The cathedral, on the other hand, had two bell towers in the thirteenth century.  

Bishop Anselm had constructed two attached campaniles in the early eleventh century at 

the eastern apse.454  Although the original bases for the two eastern towers are extant, the 

towers that exist today are reconstructions dating to the fifteen and seventeenth-centuries 

(fig. 59).455  The bishop and cathedral canons demonstrated their preeminence by the 

addition of these towering campaniles— twice as many campaniles as the church of St. 

Ursus.  Given the prominent visual presence of the bell towers and the pervasive aural 

presence of the bells, it is not surprising that the subject of bell-ringing was a matter of 

great importance to both groups of canons. 

 The resounding bells from the campaniles of both churches are loud and 

commanding even today, remaining a powerful form of communication as they were in 

the Middle Ages.  Hearing, however, is culturally determined, like sight.  The medieval 

consensus on the physiology of hearing purports that a sound was conveyed through the 

air to the ear-drum, then entered through the ear-drum to the brain, and ultimately, 

presented itself to the soul (anima) for interpretation.  Although there were different 

                                                 
453  The three bells that hang in the campanile today date to the sixteenth and seventeeth centuries.  Luana 

Bordet and Paola Mondino, ―Il grand campanile Romanico,‖ in Sant’ Orso di Aosta: Il complesso 

monumentale, vol. 1, ed. Bruno Orlandoni and Elena Rossetti Brezzi (Aosta: Tipografia Valdostana, 2001), 

67- 78. 
454 Archeologists have recently discovered evidence that the cathedral may have once had four campaniles, 

with two additional campaniles at the western apse added in the late eleventh century .Mauro Cortelazzo 

and Renato Perinetti, Aosta Cathedral: From the Domus Ecclesiae to the Romanesque Building (Aosta: 

Musumeci, 2007), 48-49.  Other examples of quadruple-campanile Romanesque churches are the cathedrals 

at Speyer and Worms. See Rolf Toman, Romanesque: Architecture, Sculpture, Painting (Cologne: 

Könemann, 1997), 46-48, 58 and 60.   
455 Edoardo Brunod, La cattedrale di Aosta (Aosta: Musumeci Editore, 1975), 82. 
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medieval theories as to whether sound itself was material or immaterial, it seems that the 

perception of sound was a more embodied experience than it is today, with the possibility 

that sound could influence the soul or inner person.456   

 The pealing of bells in the Middle Ages was an effective method of reaching a 

large number of people simultaneously.  Typically, bells were used to proclaim a variety 

of events, including canonical hours, curfew, the arrival of dawn, work hours, beginning 

of nightly guard duty, gatherings for public courts, fire alarms, excommunications, and 

funerals.  In turn, bells were silent during penitential times.457  If a bell rang outside of the 

canonical hours, the hearers knew that something distinctive was occurring.  It is not 

known whether the original bells in Aosta were consecrated and inscribed with prayers, 

as were many medieval bells.  Some believed that the sound of bells themselves would 

vanquish evil, proclaiming a sense of the sacred when rung.458  Thus, the sounds of bells 

were vital public communication system in the Middle Ages with potential for conveying 

meaning. 

 In the 1233 arbitration document from Aosta, the canons of St. Ursus exhibited 

strong ideas about the proper manner in which the cathedral canons should sound their 

bells.  The first complaint of the procurator of St. Ursus was that the cathedral chapter 

                                                 
456 C. M. Woolgar, The Senses in Late Medieval England (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 

2006), 63-64. 
457 Augustine Thompson, Cities of God (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005), 176.   
458 Woolgar, 70-72.  See also Renato Bordone, ―Campane, trombe e carrocci nelle città del regno d'Italia 

durante il medioevo: Il 'paesaggio sonoro' delle città italiane nel Medioevo,‖ in Information, 

Kommunikation und Selbstdarstellung in mittelalterlichen Gemeinden, ed. Alfred Haverkamp (Munchen: 

Oldenbourg, 1998), 85-101 and Jacques Le Goff, ―La ville médiévale et le temps,‖ in Villes, bonnes villes, 

cités et capitales : études d'histoire urbaine (XIIe-XVIIIe siécle) offertes à Bernard Chevalier, Collection 

Varia, 10, ed. Monique Bourin (Caen: Paradigme, 1993), 325-332. 
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―did not take care to ring the bells‖ of their campaniles when the canons of St. Ursus 

crossed ―the place called Perron‖ in processions toward the cathedral:  

When the canons of St. Ursus in procession approach the church 

[cathedral] of Aosta to the place that is called Perron, just as up to now has 

been observed, they [the cathedral canons] do not take care to ring the 

bells….The procurator of the aforesaid monastery [St. Ursus], complained 

regarding all these things that he was seriously offended…459 

 

Bell-ringing, or lack of it, was of utmost importance to the procurator of St. Ursus. 

Although the procurator does not specify the meaning of the silenced bells, the silence 

appears to be an insult.  One possibility is that the cathedral‘s refusal to ring the bells at 

the approach of the canons of St. Ursus was an objection to the regular canons‘ attempt to 

usurp space on the cathedral‘s side of the boundary.  In any case, the absence of the 

sound of bells was a public sign of disrespect toward the canons of St. Ursus and would 

have been interpreted as such by the general public.460  The aural experience of the ―place 

called Perron‖ was connected to a physical place.   

 A second possibility is that this refusal to acknowledge the approach of the 

canons of St. Ursus with the sound of the bells may have been an unsanctioned interdict 

(an ecclesiastical punishment prohibiting participation in certain sacred rites) against the 

suburban canons.  In the letters of Pope Innocent III, the standard formula for an interdict 

includes the silencing of bells: 

                                                 
459 ―cum processionaliter ad ecclesiam Auguste accedunt a loco qui dictur Perron, sicut est hactenus 

observatum, non curabant campanas pulsare….procurator jamdicti monasterii se conquereretur ab 

Augustensi Capitulo graviter molestari…‖ Zanolli, Cartulaire, 340-341.  
460 It is also possible that the ringing of the bells called the whole community to worship.  As the canons of 

St. Ursus processed, the people of the city would follow them to the cathedral to join the public procession.  

The lack of bells meant that the public was not notified of the arrival of the canons of St. Ursus.   
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However, when a general interdict be made on the land, you shall be 

permitted to celebrate the divine office quietly, after the excommunicated 

and interdicted have been excluded, the doors closed, and with bells not 

rung.461 

 

In this thirteenth-century formula, the absence of bell-ringing is applied to a place that 

had formally received a sanction.  Such was not the case in Aosta.  But since the majority 

of references to the silence of bells in the Patrologia Latina were related to interdict and 

excommunication, it is possible that the canons of St. Ursus were objecting to an informal 

sanction.  By silencing their campanile, the cathedral canons were in effect publicly 

denouncing their fellow canons as though the canons of St. Ursus were under an 

unofficial interdict, an action denounced by the arbiters.462    

 Regardless of the meaning of the suppression of the bells, the arbiters‘ resolution 

to the complaint was that both sets of canons were to ―eagerly desire‖ ringing their bells 

when the opposite party processed over the stream towards their church.  Not only were 

they to ring their bells, but the arbiters also dictated the intent of the bell-ringing.  Both 

sides should enthusiastically, not begrudgingly, ring their bells to honor their fellow 

canons.  In addition, the cathedral canons were to continue ringing their bells until the 

canons of St. Ursus finished their procession through town and were seated in the choir of 

                                                 
461 ―Cum autem generale interdictum terrae fuerit, liceat vobis, exclusis excommunicatis et interdictis, 

clausis januis, non pulsatis campanis, submissa voce divinum officium celebrare.‖  Innocentii III Romani 

Pontificis Regestorum sive epistolarum.  Waltero, praepositos S. Petri de Monte Sereno, ejusque fratribus, 

tam praesentibus quam futuris, regularem vitam professis.  Pope Innocent III, Pontificis Regestorum, PL 

214:0959A.  Note that this letter is addressed to regulars.   
462 In the standard formula for interdicts, bells and place are linked.  An interdict was made on a ―land‖ that 

resulted in the closing of doors and the silencing of bells.  In the arbitration, the canons of St. Ursus 

complained of the silence of the bells, not in general, but when they crossed the parish border, a small 

stream in the urban landscape.  In both cases, the silence of the bells communicated something about place. 
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the cathedral.463  The sound of the bells transcended material boundaries, walls or 

streams, and marked the liturgical presence of each college within the parish of the other.  

Though the arbiters reaffirmed the cultural memory of the rivus of Perron as a boundary 

and rejected the regular canons‘ reinterpretation of that boundary, they also denounced 

the cathedral canons‘ attempt to dishonor the canons of St. Ursus by failing to sound the 

bells.   

 The stream of Perron emerges here as a physical boundary experienced both 

visually and aurally.464  The stream was not neutral place. Each ritual procession 

transformed the stream through ceremony, sight, and sound into a landmark that spatially 

distinguished the two groups of canons.465  The decidedly social encounters that occurred 

here were embedded in the memory of participants and observers.  As repeated 

performances were inscribed at the crossing of the rivus, the place itself acquired its own 

history and meaning.466  

 The 1233 arbitration of the parish boundary never mentions Aosta‘s imposing 

Roman walls or gates as spatial markers.  The battle of the bells completely disregarded 

the massive Roman gates and walls located on the road between the two churches (fig. 

60).  The medieval canons did not simply adopt the Roman material boundaries to 

delineate their parishes, instead they created new spatial boundaries within the city walls.  

                                                 
463 No similar requirement stipulated that the canons of St. Ursus continually ring their bells when the 

cathedral canons processed to the church of St. Ursus.  Presumably this was not a problem.   
464 Steve Feld discusses the relationship of sensation to emplacement in Sense of Place (Santa Fe: SAR 

Research Press, 1996), 11.  
465 Christopher Tilley states that passages through space allow for ―biographic encounters‖ recalling past 

events that are embedded in memory.  Christopher Tilley, Phenomenology of Landscapes: Places, Paths, 

and Monuments (Oxford: Berg, 1994), 27. 
466 Ibid, 27. 
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I show below in my discussion of liturgical texts that the Roman gates and walls were 

indeed significant in the medieval perception of the city.  But these ancient delineations 

of place were not at issue in this particular contest over parish boundaries.   

 

The Campaniles - Second Complaint of the Canons of St. Ursus 

 The procurator of St. Ursus made a second complaint in the 1233 arbitration, a 

complaint that involved another breach in the cathedral‘s bell-ringing etiquette.  This 

time, the grievance concerned the celebration of Matins for the feast of the titular saint, 

Ursus.  The accusation has two parts.  The procurator of St. Ursus alleged first, that the 

cathedral canons did not chant Matins with proper respect and second, that the cathedral 

canons rang their bells too late:   

…concerning the Office of Matins: that in the feast of the Blessed Ursus, 

the said Aostan [cathedral] canons neither take care to chant in the 

required manner nor with devotion as is the usual custom and that in the 

aforesaid principal feasts [of St. Ursus], the [cathedral canons] were 

ringing [the bells] for Matins so late that they [the canons of St. Ursus] 

themselves are not able to celebrate the required office in a fitting way...467 

 

The cathedral canons showed disrespect of the saint by declining to chant responsibly, 

with proper devotion, in honor of St. Ursus.  While the previous complaint was about the 

cathedral‘s failure to ring the bells at all, this passage concerns disrespect shown to St. 

Ursus (and his canons) by the cathedral‘s delay in ringing their bells for Matins.  In this 

                                                 
467 ―…super matutinum officium quod in festo beati Ursi dicti canonici Augustenses nec more debito nec 

cum devocione curabant prout consuetum est decantare et quod in premissis festis principalibus adeo 

pulsabant ad matutinum tarde, quod ipsi debitum officium non poterant prout condecet celebrare…‖ 

Zanolli, Cartulaire, 340. 
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case, the required, decent, and customary manner of celebrating the ritual involved 

processing and chanting in the middle of the night.   

 The festivities for the feast of St. Ursus began with the vigil of the saint on 

January thirty-first.  The cathedral canons‘ celebrated Vespers at the cathedral, according 

to a thirteenth-century Ordinary (that has been transcribed into a sixteenth-century 

Processional).468  Next, the cathedral canons processed across town at dusk, in the middle 

of winter, to the church of St. Ursus.  As they walked, they chanted the office for a 

confessor.  The sixteenth-century processional does not describe this procession, stating 

only that they took with them ―however many things as were necessary‖ (―cum aliis 

quotquot necesaria erunt‖).  A much later, eighteenth-century processional includes 

details of what they carried:  the baton of Rule, the arm reliquary of St. Grat (the patron 

saint of the cathedral from the end of the twelfth century), a Gospel text, two large silver 

candelabras, a cross, a censer, holy water, and even an organ.  The cantors, deacons, and 

sub-deacons joined the procession.469  Although we do not know exactly what things the 

cathedral canons carried with them on their early evening walk across town in the 

thirteenth century, it is likely that they carried a source of light (possibly candelabras), a 

reliquary (probably of St. Grat since his relics were discovered in the twelfth century, but 

not the arm reliquary, which dates only to 1299), a censer, holy water, and possibly a 

                                                 
468 According to Robert Amiet, the sixteenth-century Processional accurately portrays thirteenth-century 

practice.  Robert Amiet, Processionale, vol.1 (Aosta: Imprimerie Valdotaine, 1983), 203-204.  I thus 

proceed with caution.   
469 Ibid., 203-204.   
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processional cross.470  The procession would have traveled along the narrow streets of the 

city that curve slightly as they cross over the bridge of Perron and continue under the 

eastern gate of the Holy Trinity, finally to arrive at the church of St. Ursus in the burg 

outside the city walls.  The approximately fifteen-minute walk took place in the early 

evening light and the alpine cold of late January.   

 When the cathedral canons arrived at the church of St. Ursus, they stood in the 

choir alongside the canons of St. Ursus and together the secular and regular canons 

celebrated Vespers and Compline.  The Ordinary states that they also stayed to chant 

Matins and Lauds, but it is not clear if the cathedral canons remained at the college of St. 

Ursus overnight to celebrate these offices or returned to their homes to sleep between 

Compline and Matins (―Quibus dictis dicantur ibi Matutinum usque ad laudes‖).471  

Given the complaints in the 1233 arbitration, it seems that the cathedral canons were in 

their own beds when it was time to celebrate the night office and they were reluctant to 

get up in the middle of the night for the walk back across town in the freezing cold to 

honor a rival saint.  The canons of St. Ursus, waiting for the arrival of their lethargic 

brothers, could have easily heard the ill-timed cathedral bells.  The office of Matins 

would be dishonorably late. 

 Not only did the secular canons not sound the bells of the cathedral in a timely 

manner, but they also did not bother ―to chant in the usual manner nor with devotion as is 

                                                 
470 A seventh- or eighth-century wooden reliquary casket covered in bone and etched in simple patterns is 

extant in the St. Ursus treasury.  Bruno Orlandoni and Elena Rossetti Brezzi, ed., Sant’ Orso di Aosta: Il 

complesso monumentale, vol. 1 (Aosta: Tipografia Valdostana, 2001), 125.  The cathedral canons may have 

carried an object of this type.   
471 Amiet, Processionale, vol. 1, 202-203.  According to Amiet, by the eighteenth century the cathedral 

canons left after Compline, but returned to the church of St. Ursus for Matins.   
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the usual custom‖ when they finally arrived at the church of St. Ursus.  The cathedral‘s 

version of Matins, if they celebrated Matins on a daily basis, would have been much 

shorter than the nocturnes celebrated by the regulars of St. Ursus.  Matins typically 

included substantial readings,472 and on the feast day of St. Ursus, the vita of the saint 

would have been read.  The extant twelfth-century manuscript of the vita of St. Ursus 

(MS 13, fos. 54r-65r=BHL 8453) is possibly the very document read in the thirteenth 

century during the second and third nocturnes.  The residue of wax on these pages 

suggests its use during the night office, when candles were necessary.  Since Matins was 

the hour dedicated to the veneration of St. Ursus, the sleepy cathedral canons‘ lack of 

devotion was disrespectful not only to the canons of St. Ursus, but also to their patron 

saint.   

 In addition to reading the vita, chants for the commemoration of the feast of St. 

Ursus may have been read.  One such chant was particularly appropriate for the night 

office: 

Sure of the prize, leaving the chaff of the world, Ursus, not under a basket, 

but upon a lampstand, shines like a carbuncle.  The servant of God reigns 

with the son of the Virgin.473 

 

The references to light appeared in a Response that was probably recited during the 

darkness of Matins by candlelight.   

                                                 
472 John Harper, The Forms and Orders of Western Liturgy: from the Tenth to the Eighteenth Century 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 86. 
473 ―Securus de premio linquens mundi cantabrum Ursus non sub modio sed super candelabrum.  Luxit ut 

carbunculus regnat Dei famulus cum filio virginis.‖ Amiet, Processionale, vol. 2, (Aosta: Imprimerie 

Valdotaine, 1983), 213. 
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The last antiphon, on the other hand, was a more lively reading chanted while processing 

into the church of St. Ursus: 

Rejoice, assembly of Aosta clerics and people, with highest devotion!  

Sing, clap hands, in flowing dance, heartfelt, with eloquent mouth, worthy 

praises for me as an excellent gift to confessor Ursus, so that he might join 

you to the Virgin‘s son.474 

 

These words imply a truly energetic embodiment of praise as the canons processed into 

the church.  If this antiphon was indeed intended for recitation at Matins, it would have 

been easy for the canons of St. Ursus to detect the cathedral canons‘ lack of the proper 

and ―decent‖ praise for the confessor Ursus. 

 In response to the regular canons‘ complaint that the cathedral canons did not 

properly celebrate the feast of their patron saint, the arbiters established that the cathedral 

canons should ―eagerly ring their bells‖ and ―honorably‖ chant on the processions and 

celebrate Matins on the feast day of St. Ursus: 

…when the Aosta [cathedral] canons in procession approach the same 

monastery [St. Ursus] from the bank [stream of Perron?] … let them strive 

in their approach to ring the bells solemnly, and as is the custom, they 

should meet those same ones [canons of St. Ursus] more honorably in the 

usual place with the gloria of the procession and of lauds.475 

 

Again, the arbiters dictated the attitude—eagerness—with which they rang the bells in 

the procession.  In addition, the cathedral canons should ―more honorably‖ chant the 

―gloria‖ (―Gloria in excelsis Deo. Et in terra pax hominibus bonae voluntatis. Laudamus 

                                                 
474 ―Intrando Ecclesiam: Gaude cleri summa devotio augustensis et plebes contio psalle plaude iugi 

tripudio actu corde oris eloquio laudes pro me condignas premio confessori Urso eximio ut te iungat 

virginis filio.‖ Ibid., 213 
475 ―…cum Augustenses canonici processionaliter ad eorumdem monasterium accedunt a ripa que consistit 

in vico Sancti Ursi, studeant in eorum accessu solemniter campanas pulsare et eisdem, sicut mos est, cum 

gloria processionis et laudis debeant a loco solito honorificencius obviare.‖  Zanolli, Cartulaire, 344. 
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te. Benedicimus te. Adoramus te. Glorificamus te….‖)476 and celebrate Matins in honor 

of the patron saint of the regular canons.  What seems a minor complaint at the distance 

of 700 years, was a matter of immense importance to both sets of canons, who required 

an intervention that dictated the attitude toward bell ringing and chanting through the city 

streets of Aosta.   

 It is not possible to recreate the thirteenth-century liturgy and practice of 

the feast of St. Ursus with certitude.  But by piecing together parts of the 

surviving liturgy and by tracing the processions through the streets of Aosta, in 

the cold, at dusk, with the sound of bells pealing through the crisp air, one can 

acquire a sense of the liturgical practice that was the subject of this arbitration so 

long ago.  

 

The Campaniles - The Cathedral’s Complaint 

 The correct timing for bell-ringing was not only a complaint of the canons of St. 

Ursus; the cathedral canons also lodged a grievance regarding bells in the 1233 

arbitration.  They briefly state the subject of their complaint in the cryptic phrase, 

―regarding the ringing of bells on three solemnities, namely, Christmas, Easter, and 

Pentecost.‖ (―super pulsacione campanarum in tribus solemnitatibus, videlicet Natalis 

Domini, Pasche, Penthecostes‖).  The canons of St. Ursus processed to the cathedral at 

least seven times a year: Christmas, Easter, Pentecost, the feast of St. John Baptist, the 

                                                 
476 ―Mass of the Roman Rite,‖ Medieval Sourcebook Online, 

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/latinmass2.html. Accessed December 28, 2010. 
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feast of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary (the titular feast of the cathedral), the Major 

Litany, and during the Rogations.477  The cathedral‘s complaint focused on three of the 

most important festive occasions, although, as we shall see, it extended to other feasts 

throughout the year.     

 Only through an examination of this dispute‘s resolution can we gain some 

understanding of the cathedral canons‘ complaint:   

… in ringing the [bells] of the campaniles on these three aforementioned 

feasts, the already-mentioned monastery [St. Ursus] shall not presume to 

take precedence over the cathedral church, but deferring especially in this 

matter to it [the cathedral], they [the canons of St. Ursus] should not 

attempt to ring [their bells] for Matins before the entire first striking [of 

the bells] is completed at the cathedral church.  Afterward, the said 

monastery may make use of unimpeded bell-ringing as it wishes and 

pleases.  Indeed, in the other canonical hours, not only [on] these three 

feast days, but also throughout the cycle of the whole year, the same 

[practice] ought to be observed, that has until this time been faithfully 

observed…478 

 

Again, it seems that the cathedral did not announce Matins to the satisfaction of the 

canons of St. Ursus.  Thus, the canons of St. Ursus took the prerogative of ringing their 

own bells bright and early, before the cathedral‘s bells were sounded.  The ill-timed 

ringing was possibly intended as an insult, since the privilege of the initial sounding of 

the bells belonged to the church that officiated the Office.  Because the cathedral canons 

officiated at these three feasts, and not the regulars, the cathedral canons were quite upset 

                                                 
477 Amiet, Processionale, vol. 1, 20.   
478 ―….monasterium jam dictum, in pulsacione campanarum in hiis tribus festis premissis non presumat 

cathedralem ecclesiam prevenire, sed in hac parte sibi precipue deferens non prius attemptent ad matutinum 

pulsare quam apud cathedralem ecclesiam tota prima pulsacio finiatur; deinde dictum cenobium cum 

volerit et sibi placuerit libera pulsacione utatur.  In aliis siquidem horis canonicis non solum hiis tribus 

festivis diebus verum eciam per totum anni circulum illud idem debeat observari, quod est hactenus 

fideliter observatum…‖  Zanolli, Cartulaire, 344.   
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when the canons of St. Ursus pre-empted them.  It is possible that the canons of St. Ursus 

made the fifteen minute nocturnal jaunt over to the cathedral on these special days to 

celebrate Matins.  Maybe they rang the bells early to announce their early arrival, 

upstaging their cathedral brothers.    

 Usually the bells of cathedrals were rung before all others in a city.  In Bergamo, 

in 1187, a dean of St. Alessandro explained that the bells rang in the morning before mass 

each day so the townspeople would know that the city‘s principal act of worship had 

begun.  He explained that the church that rang first was the city‘s mother church.  The 

first peal was to come from the cathedral, then the other churches were to follow in order 

of rank and age until the city was filled with sound.  The subordinate churches of the city 

could ring their bells early on the feast day of their patron saint, but that was the only 

exception.  According to Augustine Thompson, in northern Italy, ―[t]o deviate from this 

order was criminal.‖  In Piacenza, for example, deviant bell-ringing was punished by 

excommunication.479     

 Thus, it is not surprising that the arbiters sided with the cathedral when it came to 

who rang their bells first.  In fact, the ruling extended beyond the cathedral‘s original 

complaint.  Not only were the canons of St. Ursus to adjust their bell-ringing practice 

during these three feasts, but also they were ordered to acknowledge the primacy of the 

cathedral when it comes to bell-ringing during the entire year.   

 Timing was everything.  The battle of the bells was an auditory proclamation of 

precedence.  Previously, the sounds of the bells broadcasted the disordered rivalry 

                                                 
479 Thompson, Cities of God, 175. 
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between the two colleges of canons throughout the town, year round, even in the middle 

of the night.  The arbiters‘ resolution resoundingly silenced the aural competition and 

reinstated urban order.   

 The language of the arbitration strikingly echoes the sounds of bells.  The 

statement, the ―dispute should be settled/laid to rest‖ (contencio sopiatur) contains the 

verb sopire, meaning both to render insensible by a sudden blow and to sleep, recalling 

both the striking of the bells and the slumber from which the canons were awakened.480  

In another phrase, ―the sharpness of discord should be made dull‖ (discordie stimulus 

obtundatur), the primary meaning of the verb obtundere is ―to strike or beat against, at, or 

on a thing,‖ again evoking the action of ringing a bell.  A secondary meaning of 

obtundere, with respect to hearing, is ―to stun or din the ears; to deafen one by saying a 

thing too often or too long; hence, to annoy…‖481  Since these Latin words were not 

commonly used in legal transactions, it is tempting to speculate that the arbiters 

considered the numerous complaints about bells in this arbitration to be a bit obtuse.   

 

1269 Arbitration - Who Should Go First and Who Should Go Last 

 In 1269, another arbitration recorded in the cartulary of St. Ursus further 

articulates the liturgical practice of place between the two churches.  In this instance, the 

arbiters lamented the discord that had arisen between the canons concerning processional 

order: 

                                                 
480 ―Sopire,‖ Whitaker‘s Words Latin Dictionary website: http://www.archives.nd.edu/cgi-

bin/wordz.pl?keyword=sopire. Accessed February 27, 2010.  
481 Charlton Lewis and Charles Short, Harper’s Latin Dictionary (New York, Cincnnati, and Chicago: 

American Book Company, 1907), 1247.   
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… a discord was coming about between the Chapter of Saint Mary of 

Aosta [cathedral] on the one part, and the Chapter or College of Saint 

Ursus, of the same place, on the other part, concerning the manner of 

walking in the procession, namely, who ought to go first and who ought to 

go last…482 

 

The bodily placement of the regular and the secular canons in urban processions reflected 

each group‘s status relative to the other.  Typically, the place of honor was at the end, 

closest to the officiant, due to Jesus‘ words in Matthew 19:30, ―… many that are first, 

shall be last: and the last shall be first.‖  Thus, there were often arguments over 

precedence in processions.483 

 The fact that the archbishop himself had called the 1269 hearing indicates that it 

was a momentous dispute.484  The ―elected arbiters‖ who decided the case were 

Radulphus, the archbishop of Tarentaise; Gonterius, the prior of St. Ursus; and Aymo de 

Arculo, a canon of the cathedral.  A cleric of Aosta, the notary of Count Amadeus of 

Savoy, recorded the results of the arbitration.  Several powerful lords in the Aosta valley 

served as witnesses and the procurators from each church were present at the major altar 

of the cathedral ―to attend and observe.‖  In all, at least ten individuals were present.  

Clearly, the public identity of the canons was a concern that extended throughout the Val 

d‘Aosta and over the Alps into Tarentaise.   

                                                 
482 ―Cum verteretur discordia inter Capitulum sancta Marie Auguste ex una parte et Capitulum seu 

Collegium Sancti Ursi eiusdem loci ex alia, super modo eundi ad processionem, videlicet qui primi qui 

posteriores ire debeant…‖ Zanolli, Cartulaire, 331. 
483 Charles Zita, ―Hosts, Processions and Pilgrimages: Controlling the Sacred in Fifteenth-Century 

Germany,‖ Past and Present, 118 (February 1988): 40. 

484 Normally, the bishop of the cathedral would officiate at such arbitrations, but in this case, it is likely 

that the bishopric was empty.  According to Fedele Savio, Gli antichi vescovi d’Iitalia (1898), 105, Peter III 

was bishop from 1260-1266 and Umberto from 1266-1272. 105.  But A P. Frutaz, Le fonti per la storia 

della valle d’Aosta (1998), 300-301, states that Peter of Palacio was bishop 1260-1263 and Umberto of 

Villette was bishop 1266-1272.  Possibly no one was bishop in 1265.  Both scholars name Peter as prior of 

St. Ursus before he became bishop. 
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 The narrative of this case reads like the comedy routine of ―who‘s on first.‖  The 

arbiters imagine multiple scenarios of ―who goes first and who goes last‖ depending on 

those participating.  If the provost or archdeacon of either group was present, the order 

changed.  If the deacons attended, the arbiters altered the order again.  Their primary 

concern was that both the canons of St. Ursus and the canons of the cathedral be 

represented equally.485   

 The arbiters finally reached a compromise:   

In any case, one priest-canon of the church of the Blessed Mary should 

proceed in an orderly manner, equally, with one priest-canon of Saint 

Ursus.  But the others, priest-canons and deacon-canons of each church, 

should proceed mixed according their rank in the order and by age.  Here 

is added that the deacons and sub-deacons of the St. Mary [cathedral] 

canons, ought to proceed in equal step [in pairs] with the priest-canons of 

St. Ursus, if there should be several.486   

 

Rather than allow either group of canons to hold the place of honor, the arbiters 

determined that the canons from each church should proceed in ―mixed‖ fashion, taking 

into account their rank within their order as well as their age.487  The arbitration 

document carefully defines the ambiguous word ―mixtim‖ as pairs of canons, and their 

dependents, walking side by side, one from each church.488  The ―mixtim‖ order in 

                                                 
485 Although there was also a Benedictine monastery in Aosta at this time, these monastic participants were 

not mentioned in the cartulary, presumably because their status was not at issue.   
486 ―Alioquin unus sacerdos canonicus ecclesie Beate Marie cum uno sacerdote canonico Sancti Ursi 

pariter ordinate procedant.  Alii vero sacerdotes et dyacones utriusque ecclesie canonici mixtim secundam 

gradum sui ordinis et sue antiquitatis incedant.  Hoc addition quod dyacones et subdyacones Sancte Marie 

canonici cum sacerdotibus canonicis Sancti Ursi si plures sint incedere debeant pari gressu.‖  Zanolli, 

Cartulaire, 332. 
487 ―Canonici secundam mixtim gradum sui ordinis et sue antiquitatis incedant.‖  Ibid., 332. The modern 

Roman rite places the regular canons first, followed by the secular canons who walk nearest the host at end.   
488 ―Unus sacerdos canonicus ecclesie Beate Marie cum uno sacerdote canonico Sancti Ursi pariter 

ordinate procedant.‖ Zanolli, Cartulaire, 332.  The only mention of ―unmixed‖ pairs is on the occasion 

when four cantors are participating, the two from the cathedral were to follow the two from St. Ursus, 
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processions was quite unusual, representing a creative compromise to resolve issues of 

hierarchy.489  The arbiters‘ detailed description of multiple possible scenarios indicates 

that they attributed great importance to the public display of unity and equality between 

the two most powerful entities of the city.  Corporeal representation of the ―mixtim‖ gave 

weight to the urban social order.  

 How might this bodily ―mixtim‖ have appeared to the medieval populace?  

Surely, they would have been able to identify the differences between the two canons as 

they walked side by side.  It is likely that the reformed canons of St. Ursus had broader 

tonsures than their cathedral brothers.490  Perhaps they wore different colored vestments:  

Giles Constable states that most regular canons wore white or undyed cloth.491  But, 

according to the thirteenth-century customary of St. Ursus, the regular canons had a great 

variety of color choice in their vestments, including, grey, white, black, and beige.  The 

cathedral clergy, on the other hand, likely wore black.  Whatever the color of their 

vestments, visual distinctions were evident between the secular and regular canons, 

whether in tonsures, or in style, fabric, or color of their vestments.492   

                                                                                                                                                 
unmixed, placing the cathedral canons in the most prestigious position behind the canons of St. Ursus.  But 

both sets of cantors were placed at the beginning of the procession and no where near the place of honor, at 

the end. 
489 A search of PL database turned up no records ―mixtim‖ and this meaning for ―mixtim‖ is not included 

in the Lewis and Sharp Latin dictionary.  In an email dated May 29, 2009, Maureen Miller stated that she is 

not familiar with the ―mixtim‖ ordering, but she underlined the importance of the ordering of processions.  

Roger Reynolds also stated that he has not encountered the ―mixtum‖ ordering of processions (personal 

conversation 4/2/2011). 
490 Giles Constable, The Reformation of the Twelfth-Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 

194.  
491 Ibid., 188.   
492 Maureen Miller (email May 29, 2009) notes that this color choice seems tame compared to the 

vestments that she has encountered in her research of vestments which included furs, silks, and expensive 
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 Anyone experiencing the processions as the regular and secular canons moved 

through the urban space, over the stream of Perron, and past the city gate, would be 

aware that both groups were engaged in highly meaningful power sharing.  The sound of 

the chants and the bells in addition to the novel order of the procession, made sensible the 

material reality of the shared arrangement between the secular and regular canons.  

Participants and observers alike would aurally and visually perceive the negotiation of 

this carefully balanced somatic expression of unity performed in the public sphere.   

 

The Practice of Rogations 

 The Aostan rogation liturgy can help us envision these medieval processions 

among the material monuments of the city.493  Although liturgy, in general, enables the 

standardization of practice across time and space, the rogation liturgy is by nature shaped 

by the place in which it is performed.  In his discussion of processions in Aosta, Lin 

Collaird states that ―the ancient liturgy of Aosta was rich in profound bonds with the 

local surroundings, and it possessed a sense of the concrete, a spontaneity and a piety that 

no later [liturgical] reform could replace.‖494  The medieval liturgy was literally rooted in 

the native soil.  The many ―concrete‖ remnants of the Roman and medieval city, and the 

                                                                                                                                                 
cloth.  So far, I have not discovered any mention of luxurious clothing for the regular canons, in spite of the 

cold climate in the Alps. 
493 The word ―rogation‖ is derived from the Latin word rogare, meaning to ask.  The word ―litany‖ is from 

the Greek word for prayer or entreaty.   
494 ―L‘ancienne liturgie d‘Aoste était rich en attaches profondes avec le milieu local, et qu‘elle possédiat un 

sens du concret, un spontanéité et une ‗pietas,‘ qu‘aucune réforme postérieure n‘a réussi à remplacer.‖ 

Colliard, La vieille Aoste, vol. 1, 197.   
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extant liturgical manuscripts together help recreate a sense of how the rogation 

processions took place in thirteenth-century Aosta. 

 Although the majority of extant processional manuscripts from Aosta date to the 

sixteenth century, Amiet argues that the Processionals reflect liturgical practice in Aosta 

as early as the thirteenth century and possibly before.  According to Amiet, the text of the 

one extant thirteenth-century Processional and the text of a thirteenth-century Ordinal are 

almost identical to the sixteenth-century Processionals.  Given the fact that the liturgy in 

the Aosta Valley remained virtually unchanged during this time period, I cautiously 

assume that the sixteenth-century manuscripts of the rogation liturgy provide at least an 

approximate indication of thirteenth-century rogational processions.495 

 St. Mamertus, bishop of Vienne (d. 475), established the first rogational 

processions, the minor litanies, to entreat God for protection and blessings in a time of 

crisis.  These minor litanies were, and are, practiced on the three days preceding 

Ascension.496  In the sixth century, Gregory the Great instituted public litanies in Rome to 

pray for protection during an epidemic.  The major litany, coinciding with St. Mark‘s 

Day on April 25, was already practiced in Rome during the pontificate of Gregory the 

Great as a day to implore God for bountiful crops.  The public participated in all these 

rogational processions together (collecta).497  By the time of the papacy of Leo III in the 

sixth century, the minor litanies were widely practiced both in Rome and Francia.498 

                                                 
495 Amiet, Processionale, vol. 1, 26.    
496 Ibid., 233.   
497 Ibid., 17, and John F. Baldovin, S.J, The Urban Character of Christian Worship: The Origins, 

Development, and Meaning of Stational Liturgy (Rome: Pont. Institutum Studiorum Orientalium, 1987, 

reprinted 2002), 158-9.  Baldovin notes that the late-antique world was a world of popular processions.  
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 The rogational liturgy was a distinctly urban phenomenon from the beginning.  

By the fourth century in Rome, at least twenty house churches (tituli) existed among the 

many ethnically diverse Christian communities with different language groups.  In Rome, 

approximately 40,000 people, of an estimated population of 800,000, were Christians.  In 

spite of invasions and a drastic decrease in population, by the sixth century several 

Christian edifices were located throughout the city and its suburbs.  Public processional 

liturgy united of the diverse Christian population in the material landscape: ―[S]tational 

worship was a means of making the monumentality of a city live.‖  The dynamic nature 

of the liturgy made the material edifices and ―their topographical arrangement a dynamic 

aspect of the lives of the city‘s inhabitants.‖499  

 On a smaller scale, the same phenomenon occurred in Aosta.  The practice of the 

rogational liturgy in Aosta embraced the material culture unique to its geography.  The 

processions followed the ancient streets of the city, across streams and rivers, past cultic 

monuments, along the walls that circumscribe the city, and through the city gates.  The 

thirteenth-century major and minor litanies demonstrated a public negotiation of the 

space between the competing canons in and among the sacred places of the city.  

                                                                                                                                                 
The pagan precedent for the major litany, Robigalia, fell on the same day as the major rogation (although 

Baldovin claims that this coincidence does not necessarily prove the Christian imitation of pagan practice).  

In fact, most of the collecta practice points to Byzantine influence for processions in sixth-century Rome. 

For more on processions in general, see also E. Muir, Civic Ritual in Renaissance Venice (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1981), esp. chapter 5 and 6 on processions; Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: 

Structure and Anti-Structure (Chicago: Aldine de Gruyter 1969, reprint New York, 1995), 1-43; Dramas, 

Fields, and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1974); on 

priestly rituals in Rome see, F. Gorman, ―The Ideology of Ritual: Space, Time and Status in Priestly 

Theology,‖ Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, Series 91 (Sheffield, 1990): 13-38. 
498 Baldovin, 161.  
499 Ibid., 108, 145, 254-257. 
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 For the three days before the celebration of the Ascension (forty days after 

Easter), the Aosta liturgists designed three public stational processions.  The eastern gates 

served as a station on all three days (fig. 60).500  On the first day, the canons undertook a 

linear procession to a neighboring parish church, on the second day they circled outside 

the city walls, and on the third day, they completed the shortest procession within the city 

walls.  Each day the performance ended in a mass.  Day after day, the people and the 

canons walked together and prayed solemn rogations.  The chant of the litanies 

constitutes one of the most ancient forms of communal prayer and expresses the popular 

piety of the church.  The triple character of the litanies is first, deprecatory, they are the 

communal supplication for all people. Second, the litanies are propitiatory, making peace 

with God through the intercession of the saints; and third, they are imprecatory, a request 

to God for the needs of the community, such as protection, bountiful crops or relief from 

drought or disease.  One particular aspect of the prayers is the appeal to a specific set of 

saints, to achieve communion between those living and those who have died.501 

 In Aosta, the Monday rogation of about four miles was the most extensive linear 

procession, embracing the furthest suburbs (fig. 61).502  The procession began at the 

cathedral.  The cathedral canons walked east towards the burg of St. Ursus, stopping at 

the city gates to celebrate a station to the Holy Trinity (described in detail below).  

                                                 
500 The significance of the physical space of the stations can be seen in the stational liturgy in Rome.  The 

actual spot on the ground where the pope dismounts from his horse at the Lateran and Santa Maria 

Maggiore is marked by a paper on the floor called the petra papalis.  Sible de Blaauw, ―Contrasts in 

Processional Liturgy: A Typology of Outdoor Processions in Twelfth-Century Rome,‖ Art, cérémonial et 

liturgie au moyen age, ed. Nicolas Bock, Peter Kurmann, Serena Romano, Jean-Michel Spieser (Roma: 

Viella, 2002), 357-358, 369. 
501 Amiet, Processionale, vol. 1, 111-112. 
502 A distance of 6 kilometers (3.7 miles). 
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Presumably, the bells of the campanile warned the canons of St. Ursus of the approach of 

the cathedral contingent as they crossed the stream of Perron.  They continued outside the 

walls to meet the canons of St. Ursus where the road from the college joins the main road 

through town.  At this intersection, they formed the unusual ―mixtim‖ order requested by 

the arbiters.  Then the canons of St. Ursus walked alongside the cathedral canons, 

chanting the sanctoral503 as they processed over the Buthier River to the chapel of St. 

Mary Madeleine at the maladeria of St. Lazarus.504  The ―mixtim‖ formation presented 

the very image of a well-orchestrated unity.  The rogation culminated with the mass held 

at the parish church of St. Christopher, after which the canons returned to the city 

chanting as they walked.505  

 When they re-entered the burg of St. Ursus, all the canons sang the response of St. 

Peter (―intrando villam cantent R. de sancto Petro‖).506  As the cathedral canons re-

entered the city gates, they repeated the same station of the Holy Trinity that they had 

performed upon their exit.  If necessary, they prayed for rain (―si necesse fuerit antiphona 

pro pluviale‖), calling on the ―God of Abraham.‖  The cathedral canons ended with an 

                                                 
503 The sanctoral changed daily and contained up to 117 saints—universal, regional, and local.  Some of 

these saints were embedded in the urban landscape with churches built in their honor.   
504 La Maladiere was founded by the lords of Quart at least by the second half of the twelfth century 

(―capella beate Marie Magdalene et hospitale pauperum leprosorum ibidem existentium‖).  Amiet, 

Processionale, vol. 1, 239-240.  See N.A. Marguerettaz, ―Quatrième partie du mémoire sur les anciens 

hospitaux de la Vallée d‘ Aoste,‖ Bulletins de l’Academie St-Anselme, vol. 10 (1879): 85-110; J. M. Henry, 

―Les anciens hospices de la Vallée d‘Aoste,‖ in Augusta Praetoria, vol. 3 (1921), 290, and Colliard, La 

vieille Aoste, vol. 2, 61.  A station addressed to St. George is also included, although it is not known where 

this station was actually practiced, possibly in the village of Viseran (Piseran).   

505 Robert Amiet, ―La liturgie valdôtaine,‖ Le culte et ses rite: Des témoins manuscrits aux expressions de 

la dévotion populaire, ed. Maria Costa (Aosta: La Vallée, 1994), 234. 
506 Presumably, the invocation of Peter is included here because of the presence of the church of Sts. Peter 

and Ursus.   
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antiphon to the Virgin Mary as they entered the cathedral dedicated to the Virgin.507  In 

their joint ritual, seeking protection from both temporal and spiritual evils, the canons 

anointed the city and its furthest suburbs with prayer.  Despite their differences, the 

canons invoked unity as they led the people to beseech the saints.  

 On Tuesdays, it was the turn of the canons of St. Ursus to officiate the rogation 

(fig. 62).  (―Vestiarius Sancti Ursi cum diacono et subdiacono faciat officium processinis 

et cum eisdem sacerdos noster cantent introitum.‖)  Presumably the bells of the cathedral 

rang until the canons of St. Ursus had arrived in town and taken their places at the 

cathedral.  Then together, with their rivals, the canons of St. Ursus processed to the 

eastern gates. Turning south, the whole group walked clockwise around the outside of the 

city walls (approximately 1.62 miles), pausing at several stations.508  The stations 

included the eastern gates (once again), the southern gates of Beatrix, the western gates of 

St. Genesius, and the funerary chapel of St. Stephen north of the city walls. Walking east 

around the city, the procession ended with the celebration of mass at the college of St. 

Ursus.509     

 The stations at the gates specifically referred to the city walls and towers.  At the 

south gate of Beatrix all the canons made a station and sang:510  

                                                 
507 Amiet, ―La liturgie valdôtaine,‖ 106-7. 
508 See discussion of city walls in the introduction.  The perimeter of the walls were 728 x 574 meters 

(793.52 yards x 625.66 yards = .45 miles x .35 miles). 
509 Amiet, ―La liturgie valdôtaine,‖ 46. 
510 The tower of Beatrix appears as early as 1212 in charters (―turrem que dicitur Beatris‖) and retains the 

same name today.  Tillier claimed the gates is named for Beatrix of Geneva, the wife of viscount Godefroy 

who lived in the tower, but this did not happen until 1240.  The road lead out of the city over the pont-Suaz 

that had a small oratory devoted to the children of the village.  The oratory is mentioned in documents until 

the end of the eighteenth century (Colliard, La vieille Aoste, vol. 1, 60).  I found no mention of this bridge 
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Lord, surround this city and may your angels guard its walls…. 

Make safe your servants and your handmaidens…. 

Be to them Lord a tower of strength.  From the face of the enemy.  

Let there be peace in your power.  And abundance in your towers…. 

O Lord, protect your servants with reinforcements of peace and salvation 

and in the protection of the blessed Mary, ever virgin, restore the secure, 

trusting ones from all enemies…511 

 

Portions of this text appear elsewhere from as early as the Breviarium Ambrosianum, and 

were used whether or not a city had literal towers and walls.  When chanting these words 

before the actual tower and walls of the city of Aosta, the universal nature of the liturgy 

not only united the Aosta Christians with others throughout the known world, but also 

referred to the material culture specific to where they lived.    

 At the western gate of St. Genesius,512 the Roman Porta Decumana, the mixed 

canons made a station and prayed for the dead, 

We ask you, O Lord our God, that you receive the souls of the dead for 

whom you poured forth your blood…. 

For the souls of those whose bodied lie in this place and for all the faithful 

dead we say [prayer follows]….513   

                                                                                                                                                 
or oratory in the cartulary of St. Ursus.  The gate of Beatrix (ad portam Beatricis) is mentioned once in an 

undated charter (possibly twelfth-century) in the cartulary. Zanolli, Cartulaire, no. 490, 219.  
511 ―Civitatem istam tu circumda Domine et angeli tui custodiant muros eius… 

Salvos fac servos tuos et ancillas tuas… 

Esto eis Domine turris fortitudinis.  A facie inimici 

Fiat pax in virtute tua.  Et habundantia in turribus tuis 

Protege Domine famulos tuos subsidiis pacis et salutis et beate Marie    

Semper virginis patrociniis confidentes a cunctis hostibus redde securos…‖ Amiet, Processionale, vol. 2, 

122.  (No portion of this text is biblical.)  

512 ―St Genesius (died c. 286 or c 303) was an actor hired for a play that made fun of Christian baptism. 

During a performance in Rome before the emperor Diocletian, Genesius had a change of heart and 

converted. Genesius proclaimed seeing visions of angels and announced his new found allegiance to Jesus. 

He was killed for his actions‖ David Hugh Farmer, Oxford Dictionary of Saints, 4th ed. (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1997), 200.  Amiet states that this account is fictional noting that that Genesius is national 

martyr of Arles 303, with a feast day of August 25.  Amiet, Processionale, vol. 1, 142.  Today the gate is 

called Vaudane or Valdigne, for the valley to which it leads.  The name of Valdigne was used as early as 

1236.  This gate has also been called Friour, Plot, Savoie, and Boczana. Colliard, La vieille Aoste, vol. 1, 

56.  
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This prayer for the dead was also excerpted from similar prayers for the dead throughout 

the liturgy.  But in Aosta, place added significance to the prayer.  A pre-historic 

necropolis, Roman, paleo-Christian, and medieval graveyards, as well as an early 

Christian funerary chapel were situated outside the western gates of the city.514  The 

chapel was no longer standing by the thirteenth-century, but it is clear that many still 

recognized the location as a burial site.  The performance of the prayers for the dead 

would have had deeper meaning when read and heard at this holy place. 

 After circling the walls that defined the city, the procession made its way to the 

church of St. Ursus to celebrate mass.  Afterwards, the cathedral canons exited the church 

singing the antiphon de Ierusalem.  This is the same antiphon sung when they left the 

church of St. Ursus during the major litany, evoking the image of the city of Jerusalem as 

they entered their own city (Aosta as a symbol of Jerusalem will be dealt with below in 

the liturgy for Palm Sunday).  They chanted the summe Trinitati as they passed under the 

eastern gate and the Mater Patris as they returned to the mother church, the cathedral.    

 On Wednesday, the rogation procession circled the city inside the walls (fig. 63).  

From the cathedral, both groups of canons proceeded about one hundred meters (109 

                                                                                                                                                 
513 ―Rogamus te Domine Deus noster ut suscipias animas eorum defunctorum pro quibus sanguinem tuum 

fudisti…pro animabus eorum quorum corpora iacent in isto loco et pro cunctis fidelibus defunctis 

dicemus…‖ Amiet, Processionale, vol. 2, 73. 
514 The site was discovered in 1938 by Carducci and was systematically documented beginning in 1974.  

A. Zanotto, Valle d’ Aosta antica e archelologica (Aosta: Musumeci, 1986), 228-234.  See also R. Mollo 

Mezzena, Augusta Praetoria: aggiornamento sulle conoscenze archeologiche della città e del suo territorio 

(Bordighera: Istituto internazionale di studi liguri, 1982), 110 and 130-131, figs. 49-50 and 76-77. 
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yards) north to the chapel of the Holy Saviour at the eastern gate.515  Other stations 

included the chapel of St. Sylvester, considered the first of the confessors.516  At the 

chapel of St. James they chanted the prayer beatorum confessorum tuorum in honor of 

this saint, who was considered the first bishop of Tarentaise (sixth century) and a 

confessor.  His teacher, St. Honorius of Arles, was another confessor honored at this 

site.517  Once again, they repeated the station at the eastern gates and then proceeded 

south to the Benedictine monastery founded in the eleventh century by the Piemontaise 

abbey of Fruttuaria, in honor of St. Benedict of Dijon.518  Since the legend of St. Benedict 

of Dijon stated that he was a martyr, the Aosta contingent stopped here to sing chants, to 

pray, and to recite verses typically associated with martyrs.519  Then, turning north, the 

procession stopped at the chapel of St. Grat, the patron saint of Aosta in the thirteenth 

century,520 and continued to the chapel of St. Vincent.521   From one holy place to the 

next, the procession finally returned to the cathedral dedicated to the Virgin Mary and 

                                                 
515 This street named for the Holy Saviour is mentioned for the first time in charters in 1170, and a 

document dated 1195 mentions the sale of a mill located near the chapel of the Holy Saviour.  Colliard, La 

vieille Aoste, vol. 1, 184. 
516 The chapel of St. Sylvester was confirmed in a bull of Pope Innocent II as a benefice of the canons of 

Saint-Gilles of Verres in 1207. It was demolished in 1800.  Ibid., 194 
517 The priory of St. Jacqueme (James) was ceded to the canons of the Grand St. Bernard and became the 

administrative center of the biens of Mont Joux (1176-1752).  At the end of the sixteenth century, it became 

the official residence of the provosts of the Grand St. Bernard and was eventually bought by bishop De 

Sales for a seminary that opened in 1780.  Amiet, Processionale, vol. 1, 256-257. 
518 The Benedictine monastery was in disrepair by 1344, suppressed in 1597, and became a university in 

1604.  Fruttuaria is an abbey twenty kilometers northeast of Turin, founded by Guglielmo da Volpiano on 

23 February 1003, consecrated by Ottobiano, bishop of Ivrea, in the presence of Arduin, marchese d'Ivrea 

and King of Italy, and his consort Berta.  The monastery was completed in 1006-1007 and followed the 

Benedictine Rule as reformed at Cluny.  There Arduin retired to die in December 1015. 

http://www.comunesanbenigno.it/Comune/it/Home-Page.aspx. Accessed December 28, 2010. 
519 Amiet, Processionale, vol. 1, 257.  
520 The first mention of the chapel of St. Grat, located near the major crossroads of the city, is found in a 

charter dated 1203.  Colliard, La vieille Aoste, vol. 1, 187-188.   
521 St. Vincent appears in documents around 1270. 
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John the Baptist to celebrate Mass, for the cathedral was the only church large enough to 

accommodate the entire assembly.  The city was virtually saturated with material edifices 

that commemorate saints, including the Virgin Mary, John the Baptist, the apostles, 

martyrs, confessors, and local saints.522  Over the centuries, as new edifices were built, 

these buildings and their saints were integrated into the rogational liturgy.  

 Traditionally, the congregations of all the parish churches joined in the procession 

on the last day of rogations.  If such was the case in Aosta, then there would have been 

huge crowds following the clergy with banners or processional crosses to distinguish 

each parish.  Through these processions, these social groups expressed their identity and 

civic pride as well as their subordination to the cathedral.  In addition, they recognized 

the status of the canons of St. Ursus as equal to the cathedral canons.    

 Although the three minor litanies are moveable feasts, the major litany was not: 

St. Mark‘s Day was celebrated every year on the twenty-fifth of April.  To celebrate St. 

Mark‘s major litany, the canons of both colleges met at the cathedral to chant the 

antiphons and begin the sanctoral.  The major litany differs from the minor litanies in that 

the canons processed directly to the church of St. Ursus to celebrate mass, stopping only 

at stations in the space in-between.  After the death of Bishop Boniface on April 25, 

1243, the canons added a station to the major litany to commemorate this Aostan bishop 

at his tomb in the cemetery south of the cathedral, before they processed to St. Ursus.  A 

                                                 
522 Many of the stations on the last day of rogations included churches or chapels.  In The Production of 

Space (Oxford, 1991), Lefebvre asserts that Christian church buildings are fixed locations that provide 

links between real, material space and imaginary, transcendent space.  These edifices in Aosta provided 

sacred places where the invocation of the saints was especially powerful.  Spiritual intercession was linked 

to material structures. 
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thirteenth-century necrology reads in the margin next to the name of Bishop Boniface: 

―Let us make a station before his grave when [the procession] leaves to St. Ursus‖ (―Fiat 

station ante eius sepulchrum quando procession vadit ad Sanctum Ursum‖).  This 

notation certainly refers to the major litany celebrated on the same day as the death of the 

bishop.523  

 The four rogational processions in Aosta represent a dynamic liturgical 

demarcation of space.  The space became ―practiced place,‖ made meaningful as people 

moved through it through the centuries, repeated words and gestures, and transformed 

space into places of interaction and meaning.524  The kinetic nature of the processions 

made this transformation both ―visible and viable‖ by saturating the city with liturgical 

action.  Through this public expression of worship, the civitas and its suburbs became not 

only a civilization, but also a holy civilization, defended by God and the saints as much 

as by their walls.525 

 These ancient Roman walls articulated the city space and shaped the routes of the 

processions indicating that the walls were indeed significant in the canons‘ perception of 

their city (though the parish boundary, reconfirmed in 1233, completely ignored these 

material boundaries inherited from the Roman past).  The prayers of the liturgy sanctified 

and imbued meaning to the walls, gates, towers, churches, and chapels, and made these 

                                                 
523 Amiet, Procesionale, vol. 1, 120. 
524 de Certeau, 117. 
525 Baldovin, 257.  
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monuments in their topographical context a ―dynamic aspect of the lives of the city‘s 

inhabitants.‖526   

 

The Eastern Gate  

 Although the route of the minor litanies changed daily, moving progressively 

closer to the city center, the canons still incorporated a station at the eastern gate on all 

three days—both entering and leaving the city.  The eastern gate was an especially 

significant place for canons of the cathedral and the church of St. Ursus, not only in the 

rogational liturgy, but also in the celebration of Palm Sunday.   

 Gates were points of intrusion that required supernatural protection.  Julian 

Gardner has suggested that the Roman concept of the city walls as res sacrae and the 

Roman dedication of city gates to the gods as protectors may have been transferred to 

saints as guardians of gates in the Middle Ages.527  Thus, gates were often dedicated to 

the Virgin, the Archangel Michael, and other saints to offer a supernatural defense.528  In 

the case of Aosta, the Holy Trinity served as the protector of the eastern gates of the city. 

 At some point before the thirteenth century, the lords of the gate of St. Ursus built 

the Chapel of the Trinity above the central arch of the eastern gate (fig. 60).  The chapel 

is mentioned for the first time in 1176 in the papal bull of Pope Alexander III and its 

                                                 
526 Ibid., 257.   
527 Julian, Gardner, ―An Introduction to the Iconography of the Medieval Italian City Gate,‖ Dumbarton 

Oaks Papers 41, Studies on Art and Archeology in Honor of Ernst Kitzinger on His Seventy-Fifth Birthday 

(1987): 202.  
528 Ibid, 202.   
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ruins were still visible in the early nineteenth century.529  The medieval processionals 

refer to the gate as de Trinitatis (according to tradition, the attribution of de Trinitatis 

predated the chapel in reference to the three arched entrances of the Roman gate).530  

Thus the material edifice of the chapel above the ramparts identified the place below the 

eastern gate.  The performance of the liturgy and attribution to the Trinity transformed 

this gate from an entrance protected by military strength to a site protected by God 

himself in three persons.  The prayer of the liturgical station practiced here on rogation 

days invokes the Trinity for which the gate was named:  

R. Honor, virtue and power and authority be to the united Trinity in unity, 

world without end.   

V. To the united Trinity be eternal light [and] eternal, perpetual glory.  Let 

us pray to the Father  

Or. Omnipotent, everlasting God, you who have granted to us your 

servants, through the confession of true faith, to know the glory of the 

eternal Trinity and to adore the Unity [of the Trinity] in the power of 

majesty, we ask that we may be protected in that same firmness of faith 

against all adversaries always.  Through Christ.531 

 

The words ―that we may be protected … against all adversaries‖ took on new meaning 

when chanted at this particular site—a location where the walls and gates literally 

protected the city.  In this place the canons did not invoke the temporal power for which 

the gates were originally built; instead they sought the protection of the ―Omnipotent, 

everlasting God‖ in three persons.  When this prayer, extracted from the traditional 

                                                 
529 Lin Colliard, La vieille Aoste, vol. 1, 196.  Also in Frutaz, Fonti, 238. 
530 Ibid., 196.   
531 ―R. Honor virtus et potestas et imperium sit Trinitati in unitate unitati Imperhempi [perenni] seculorum 

tempore 

V. Trinitati aus [lux] perhempnis unitati sit decus perpetim Imperhempni [perenni].  Benedicamus Patri 

Or. Omnipotens sempiterne Deus qui dedisti nobis famulis tuis in confessione vere fidei eterne Trinitatis 

gloriam agnoscere et in potentia maiestatis adorare unitatem quesumus ut eiusdem fidei firmitate ab 

omnibus semper muniamur adversis. Per Christum.‖  Amiet, Processionale, vol. 2, 20. 
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liturgy for Trinity Sunday, was recited at the city gate, the entreaty for the supernatural 

protection of the participants‘ faith extended to the protection of the city against all its 

adversaries.  

 The emphasis on unity in the prayer also conveyed greater significance when 

chanted at this site.  The material structure itself, reduced from three portals to one, 

required the ritual performance of unity as the canons filed through the narrow portal, 

side by side, chanting a prayer to their God, who embodied the ultimate ideal of unity.  

The gate and the chapel for which it was named provided a material reference point 

between the two groups of quarreling canons.  The portal gate was a place in-between 

where the canons in their processional mixtim repeatedly performed liturgical acts of 

unity.   

 Sible de Blaauw states that stational processions were the most visible expression 

of the unity of the church in medieval urban environments.532  Such was the case in 

Aosta.  The eastern gate of the city, in between the two churches, functioned as a public 

stage where the canons presented themselves as unified before their community, their 

city, and their God.  The repeated practice of the liturgy, combined with several sensual 

factors—bodily movement, the sound of bells, chants, prayers, the smell of incense, and 

the myriad of visual experiences—would have been embedded in the memory of the 

medieval participants and rendered the urban landscape meaningful.533  Despite the 

underlying tension that existed between the two communities, they negotiated their social 

                                                 
532 De Blaauw, ―Contrasts in Processional Liturgy,‖ 357-358. 
533 Remembrance solidifies through the encounter with material things and places and creates a stability of 

place. Tilley, Phenomenology, 27. 
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relationship through a sensual experience at this place in-between.  The practice of place 

transformed social tension into the appearance of unity.   

 The eastern gate of Aosta also played an important role in the liturgical 

performance of Palm Sunday, an ancient procession that dates to at least the fourth 

century.  The sixteenth-century processional of the cathedral states that the cathedral 

canons (dressed in black linen copes), the bishop, and a crowd of people processed to the 

church of St. Ursus for the blessing of the palm leaves and flowers (―palmarum frondium 

et florium‖).534  The bishop officiates the blessing and a deacon of the cathedral reads 

Matthew‘s account of Christ‘s entry into Jerusalem.  Although the blessing takes place in 

the church of St. Ursus, the cathedral canons and bishop take precedence by performing 

the actual rituals.535   

 After the palm leaves had been distributed, a majestic procession advanced to the 

eastern gate of the city.  On top of the walls of the city gate, a choir of boys sang Gloria, 

laus et honor to the canons and crowd of faithful below.  Although one of the five 

manuscripts refers to the gate as Trinitatis, the remaining four use civitatis or muros 

civitatis.  Rather than using the nomenclature related to the chapel above the gates, or the 

name of the lords who lived above the gate (porta de Santi Ursi), in this ritual the 

emphasis was on the gate itself as a stage for the imitation Christ‘s entry into Jerusalem.  

                                                 
534 I could not find any mention of flowers being blessed in the PL database or references to palm 

fronds/branches used together with florum.  Yet the fronds and flowers formula seems to have been part of 

the Sarum (insular) rite for Palm Sunday.  Amiet does not mention an insular influence on Aostan liturgy, 

only that of Rome and the Franks.   
535 The palm leaves themselves became sensible signs of a sacred event that happened in the distant past.  

If the Aosta liturgy was performed in a traditional manner, all the people would have been given palm 

fronds, including the children, enabling everyone to participate haptically in the mimetic performance.   
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The words of the liturgy transformed Aosta into the holy city of Jerusalem.  Thus, the 

procession from the church of St. Ursus became an urban pilgrimage to a sacred place.  

The path itself was essential to the ritual.536 

 As the procession passes through the arched portal of the city, the bishop and the 

people raised their voices to heaven to chant and pray: 

V. Lord, Bless this city 

R. That was built in your name 

Or. All powerful and eternal God, architect and the guardian of the 

heavenly Jerusalem, protect this city with its inhabitants, in order that it 

may be a dwelling of safety and of peace.  Through Christ.537 

 

The blessing of the visible, material representation of the city of Aosta not only invokes 

the terrestrial city of Jerusalem in the first century, but also calls to mind the invisible, 

heavenly city of Jerusalem where Christ reigns eternally.  The material place at the 

eastern gate was transformed into a transcendent, spiritual place.  

 After the crowds passed through the gate they sang: 

As the Lord entered the holy city, the Hebrew children hailing the 

resurrection of life with palm branches [saying]: ‗Hosanna in the 

highest‘538   

 

                                                 
536 The path is ―a void ready to receive human movement.‖ It unites the surfaces that it borders on [as do 

the streets lined by buildings in Aosta and the narrow way through the arched portal].  A pilgrimage route 

is a path where the ―path itself constitutes a crucial part of the ritual.‖ People move up to four miles per 

hour with great flexibility of turning and variability.  Bloomer, Kent and Charles W. Moore, Body, 

Memory, and Architecture (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1977), 92-94. 
537 ―V.  Benedic Domine civatatem istam   

R. Quam edificavi nomini tuo 

Or. Ominipotens sempiterne Deus edificator et custos Iherusalem civitatis superne custodi civitatem istam 

cum habitatoribus eius ut sit in ea domicilium incolumnitatis et pacis.  Per Christum.‖  The first line of this 

liturgy is actually found in the one thirteenth-century extant processional.  The remaining lines are the same 

in several sixteenth-century manuscripts that Amiet asserts are based on thirteenth-century or earlier copies.  

Amiet, Processionale, vol. 2, 29.   
538 ―Ingrediente Domino in sanctam civitatem hebraeorum pueri resurrectionem vit[a]e pronunciantes, cum 

ramis palmarum:  hosanna in excelsis.‖ Amiet, Processionale, vol. 2, 29 
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The canons proclaimed that the Lord himself entered into their city, possibly in the 

person of the bishop or in the real presence of the host carried by the bishop.  The grand 

finale of the reenactment was the celebration of the Eucharist at the cathedral in which 

Christ made a trans-substantial appearance in the elements.   

 In the Rationale Divinorum Officiorum, written about 1286, Durandus, bishop of 

Mende sums up processions as a way to the heavenly fatherland (―ipsa vero processio est 

via ad coelestem patriam‖).539  Through the practice of the Palm Sunday liturgy—the 

bodily movement through space, the haptic, or tactile, experience of handling the palm 

fronds, the physical encounter with an arched Roman portal—the pilgrimage to both the 

terrestrial and the heavenly Jerusalem could take place simultaneously in a small town in 

the Alps in the thirteenth-century.540  

  

Conclusion 

 Processions, according to Thomas Noble, ―make and maintain communities, give 

symbolic expression to the very real events of life, join the present to the past in a hopeful 

glimpse of the future, resolve social tensions, comment continuously on the political 

order, permit visible displays of the structure of society, and permit many people to 

                                                 
539 Ruth Ellis Messenger, ―Processional Hymnody in the Later Middle Ages,‖ Transactions and 

Proceedings of the American Philological Association 81 (1950): 186. 
540 ―It is this ensemble of words and actions that expressed to an invisible Lord the disposition of man, 

spirit, heart and body‖ Amiet, ―La liturgie valdôtaine,‖ 35-48.  In the Roman liturgy, triumphal arches and 

temporarily constructed arches were an integral part of the material experience of processions.  Such was 

the case with the Roman arch at the eastern gates of the city of Aosta. 
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participate in appropriate, defined ways.‖541  Such was indeed the case in medieval Aosta.  

The thirteenth-century arbitration documents and the liturgical processions indicate that 

the bodily placement of the regular and secular canons in processions was designed to 

resolve social tension and maintain community, as well as to assert visually the 

hierarchical order of the regular and secular canons before the people of Aosta.   

 Legal and liturgical texts, in tandem with the material and spatial context of the 

medieval landscape of Aosta, allow the historian to recreate a dynamic image of how the 

canons of St. Ursus and the canons of the cathedral negotiated their relationship in the 

thirteenth century.  The places in-between the two most powerful religious communities 

in Aosta were fixed topographical sites defined by the sound of bells and repeated ritual 

movements over time.  As such, these materially articulated places became practiced 

places saturated with meaning.542  The canons of the cathedral and of St. Ursus shared 

responsibility for leading the people through this dynamic and sensory encounter with 

material culture associated with sacred places in their city.  The arbiters‘ compromise 

concerning the corporeal placement of the canons, the ―mixtum,‖ indicates the immense 

significance liturgical performance possessed to communicate, both visually and aurally, 

social and political hierarchies  The cathedral may have been the mother church of the 

diocese, but the powerful status of the canons of St. Ursus was dynamically displayed in 

processions within the urban topography of Aosta. 

                                                 
541 Thomas F. X. Noble, ―Making of a Papal Rome,‖ Topographies of Power in the Early Middle Ages, ed. 

Mayke de Jong, Francis Theuws, and Carine van Rhijn (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 83. 
542 de Certeau, 117. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

―…the environment created by art, architecture, and ceremony fostered a closeness, and 

at times an identity, with history.  People lived the past in a very real sense, and the past, 

living in them, was constantly recreated in a way that made it part of everyday life.‖ 543 

 

- Giles Constable 

 

 

 The history of the reformation of the canons of St. Ursus is complex.  In order to 

piece together the traces of the story, the dissertation begins with a layer of documentary 

evidence in chapter one, includes a thick layer of material culture in chapters two through 

four, and ends with a mixed layer that integrates texts, things, and places in chapter five.  

In all five chapters, but especially in two through five, this study considers the medieval 

canons‘ embodied experience of texts, places, and things.  The documents in the first 

chapter tell the story of reform in Aosta: it is a fascinating narrative, but unfortunately 

one-dimensional, consisting primarily of papal confirmations that only hint at the 

conflicts engendered during the process of regularization.  The study of material culture 

and the practice of place expands our knowledge of the multi-faceted experience of 

reform, enabling the reconstruction of how people lived in the past ―in a very real sense‖ 

and how the past ―living in them, was constantly recreated in a way that made it part of 

everyday life.‖544    

 The reformation of the secular canons of St. Ursus began when an Augustinian 

canon named Herbert traveled eighty miles across the Alps from Abondance to become 

                                                 
543 Giles Constable, ―A Living Past: The Historical Environment of the Middle Ages,‖ Harvard Library 

Bulletin 1, no.1 (Spring, 1990): 49. 
544 Idem. 
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bishop of Aosta.  We do not know why Herbert was selected as bishop.  Possibly the 

reform-minded Count Amadeus, following the tradition of his predecessors, appointed 

Herbert.  Perhaps, the new Cistercian archbishop, Peter I of Tarentaise, played a part in 

Herbert‘s selection.  We do know that reform in Aosta differed from the usual pattern of 

installing regular canons at cathedrals.  Herbert did not convince or compel the cathedral 

canons in Aosta to adopt the regular life.  Instead, the secular canons of St. Ursus became 

Augustinian canons.  The formulaic nature of the papal bulls and the few documents 

written by Herbert and Arnulf do not provide a clear picture of the spiritual and material 

transformation that regularization required.  But the cloister sculpture reveals the regular 

canons‘ attitudes regarding material possessions and communal life. 

 The very existence of the cloister sculpture demonstrates that the regular canons 

valued at least some forms of material culture.  While the canons of St. Ursus 

relinquished ownership of personal property and material possessions, their vows as 

Augustinians did not entail a total rejection of the material.  Rather, the communal 

property of their regular lives involved constructing a cloister and commissioning an 

extensive sculptural program.  Through the poem inscribed on capital 25, the regular 

canons called attention to the marble from which the capitals were created and declared 

that the sculpture was indeed an appropriate decoration for the material fabric of the 

cloister.545  The marble, historiated capitals were, and are, permanent, three-dimensional 

objects, but the images carved on them represented spiritual ideals that transcended the 

                                                 
545 ―Marmoribus variis haec est distincta decenter fabrica nec minus [est] disposita convenienter.‖  (―With 

various marbles, this building is appropriately adorned and [not less] harmoniously arranged.‖)   
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material.  Bishop Herbert, Prior Arnulf, or possibly even the regular canons themselves, 

intentionally selected the images for the capitals to reinforce and reflect the mixed life of 

Augustinian canons.  The capital sculptures confirmed their new lives as regulars and 

helped them make sense of their relationship with the cathedral canons.  Even as they 

rejected material possessions, the marble capitals served as a medium in which the 

canons of St. Ursus could envision, reinforce, and transform their spiritual and material 

lives.546   

 Historiated capitals were a new art form that originated only in the late eleventh 

century.  Medieval canons were typically conservative, seeking validation in the sacred 

past, rather than in novelties.  Yet in Aosta, they chose an expensive, cutting edge type of 

sculpture to shape their material environment and integrate their own history into stories 

from the sacred past.  The regular canons must have had a strong impulse that propelled 

them to invest as a community in such an avant garde and costly art form.  The monetary 

and imaginative investment in the material fabric of the cloister proves how important it 

was to the reformed canons to surround themselves with representations of stories on 

which they could model their lives. 

 The narratives on the historiated capitals in the cloister celebrated the communal 

life that the canons of St. Ursus had so recently adopted.  Becoming a regular canon 

meant taking vows of celibacy—a denial of wives, lovers, and children.  But these men 

                                                 
546 Regarding the role of material matter as a medium of spiritual transformation in the writings of the 

Augustinian canons Hugh of St. Victor see Grover A. Zinn, Minding Matter:  Materia and the World in the 

Spirituality and Theology of Hugh of St. Victor, in Mind Matters:  Studies of Medieval and Early Modern 

Intellectual History in Honour of Marcia Colish, ed. Cary J. Nederman, Nancy Van Deusen, and E. Ann 

Matter (Turnhout: Brepols, 2009), 47-68.   
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did not give up community, but rather sought to reinforce community.  The regular 

canons committed themselves to share their lives with each other, with a group of men 

who, in theory, shared a spiritual vision and religious practices.  Many of the stories 

carved on the capitals extended their medieval community to include men and women 

from the Bible.  The stories of Leah and Rachel, and of Martha and Mary, embodied the 

dual nature of regular life.  The narrative of Jacob and his brother provided a framework 

in which the regular canons could understand their relationship with their brothers at the 

cathedral.  The inclusion of images of Herbert and Arnulf among such saints as Peter, 

Augustine, and Ursus cast the medieval canons as part of a universal and local sacred 

history and a community that did not end in death, a community that transcended time 

and continued into eternity.   

 The structure of the cloister itself and the place where it was built together 

reinforced the idea that the regular canons were part of an eternal and spiritual 

community.  The church of St. Ursus was established outside the eastern walls of the city 

on an ancient necropolis because of the presence of the holy dead.  The regular canons 

believed that St. Ursus himself, a local apostle and prophet, had lived and died at the 

place where the canons now lived.  The cloister itself was an architectural enclosure that 

the canons and their contemporaries understood to represent the apostolic life.  Thus, on 

many levels, the place of the cloister and the cloister sculpture together demonstrated 

how the regular canons represented themselves as part of a larger community, a 

community that existed both in heaven and on earth.  
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 In all the texts, places, and things explored in this dissertation, the regular canons 

strove to establish their identity with respect to the cathedral canons.  For twenty years, 

Prior Arnulf labored to obtain and protect the communal property of the regular canons; 

the task was not completed until Arnulf became bishop.  Arnulf‘s efforts finally 

established the regular canons as a self-supporting community distinct from the cathedral.  

 Despite the peaceful resolution accomplished by Bishop Arnulf, the tension 

between the two communities, the ―uterine brothers,‖ was still evident one hundred years 

later.  Liturgical and legal documents, considered in the context of the streets, walls, and 

gates of medieval Aosta, allowed the reconstruction of how the two communities co-

existed.  The aural, embodied, and liturgical practice of place demonstrates how the 

regular canons negotiated their identity with respect to their secular brothers.  Through 

the process of conflict resolution (and the careful orchestration of bell-ringing), the 

canons of St. Ursus publically declared their equality, if not superiority, to their elder 

brothers.  The struggle between Jacob and Esau portrayed in the cloister sculpture was 

acted out in the streets of Aosta.  The integration of texts, material culture, and the 

practice of place enabled the recreation of a more comprehensible, imaginable historical 

place for the history of ecclesiastical change that took place in the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries in Aosta.547 

 Thus, the history of the regularization of the canons of St. Ursus ends as it began, 

with two communities of quarreling canons.  Yet they quarreled as brothers.  Insofar as 

the documents and monuments reveal, they negotiated their new life and brotherly 

                                                 
547 Robert Brentano, Rome Before Avignon (New York: Basic Books Inc., 1974), 286. 
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relationships creatively, in words and images.  They created a cloister full of stories in 

stone to help future generations of regular canons shape their identity, work out their 

relationships with the secular canons, and balance the active and contemplative aspects of 

regular life.   

 

Contributions 

 This dissertation makes four contributions to the study of ecclesiastical reform 

and Augustinian canons.  Firstly, the study demonstrates the importance of the medieval 

county of Savoy—a place at the heart of Europe virtually ignored by scholars of medieval 

history—for the exploration of twelfth-century reform.  Count Amadeus III, St. Hugh of 

Grenoble, and regional networks of local noblemen, laymen, and churchmen initiated 

reform in this alpine county through new ecclesiastical foundations, the regularization of 

secular canons, and the appointments of reforming bishops and archbishops.  The inquiry 

into reform in Savoy contributes to the recent scholarly trend that argues for a more 

complicated model of twelfth-century reform, in contrast to the top-down model that 

identifies the papacy as the primary impetus for ecclesiastical change.  In Savoy, 

reformers sought papal confirmation only after institutional changes that had already 

taken place.   

 Ecclesiastical reform in Savoy was not relegated to only one religious order.  

Reformers established and supported Cistercian, Carthusian, and Augustinian 

communities alike.  The Cistercian archbishop Peter II replaced his cathedral canons with 

regular canons, not Cistercians.  The Carthusian monk and bishop, Hugh of Grenoble, 
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supported and founded Augustinian colleges, as well as Carthusian monasteries.  Reform 

did not simply follow one institutional expression of religious life.  Although the study 

focuses only on Augustinian canons, the results indicate that scholarly inquiries into all 

expressions of religious life and reform in medieval Savoy would be profitable. 

 Secondly, this dissertation extends the available research on Augustinian regular 

canons and the process of regularization.  Communities of Augustinian canons typically 

were not established as part of a centralized order, or institution, as were the 

Cistercians.548  Thus, each community of regular canons could differ significantly from 

other communities in the same region, depending on the needs and ideals of the founder, 

the canons themselves, or the location of the college.  The Augustinian Rule allowed for 

a range of religious expression and for a variety of approaches to living out the active and 

contemplative lives. 

 The Augustinian colleges in Savoy demonstrate the variety of different patterns of 

reform and religious life.  Count Amadeus, as lay abbot of the abbey of St. Maurice, 

initiated the regularization of the wealthy and influential abbey with the support of the 

reforming bishop Hugh of Grenoble, but this pattern was not repeated elsewhere in 

Savoy.  The regularization of the canons of St. Ursus led by Bishop Herbert differed 

significantly from the reformation of the secular canons at St. Maurice.  In addition, 

Pellinex, a daughter house of Abondance, began as a group of local priests who 

informally lived together in community at certain times of year for prayer; a wealthy 

                                                 
548 It is no longer clear that the Cistercian order spread in a completely centralized, institutionally-

controlled fashion, see Constance Berman, The Cistercian Evolution: the Invention of a Religious Order in 

Twelfth-Century Europe (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvannia Press, 2000).  
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nobleman established Abondance; a regular canon from Abondance founded Sixt as a 

new community; and the regular canons at the hospice of Mt. Jove gradually made the 

transition from living as monks to living as regular canons, before they finally adopted 

the Augustinian Rule.  All of these regional variations on the institutional and religious 

life of Augustinian canons add to the vocabulary of Augustinian reform. 

 The fact that Abondance established a loose connection between some of these 

disparate foundations in Savoy presents new possibilities for the study of Augustinian 

canons.  The Abondance chapter meeting suggests a regional network of Augustinian 

colleges that extended across the alps.  The extent of the filial ties of Abondance with 

other Augustinians deserves further research.    

 Thirdly, the research presented here illuminates the process of the regularization 

of the canons of St. Ursus in Aosta and the resulting tension between the new regular 

canons and the unreformed canons at the cathedral.  The papal bulls only hint at the 

tension between the two communities in Aosta, but the cloister sculpture reveals how the 

canons of St. Ursus dealt with these difficulties by interpreting their own history in terms 

of stories from the sacred past.  The biblical paradigm of Jacob and Esau validated their 

own struggle for supremacy with the cathedral canons.  In addition, the visual narrative of 

St. Ursus provided a model for appealing to God for justice in face of opposition, even if 

that opposition originated at the cathedral.  The liturgical practice of place in the last 

chapter illustrates the significance of the urban topography, walls, gates, campaniles, the 

sounds of bells, and the processional ―mixtum‖ in the resolution of the tension that 

remained between the two communities of canons one hundred years after reform.  
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Ecclesiastical reform often resulted in conflict.  The example of how the canons of St. 

Ursus creatively established their identity and negotiated this conflict, contributes to the 

overall understanding of institutional change in the twelfth century.    

 Finally, the study of reform in Aosta contributes to a recent trend that approaches 

church history from the ground up, integrating archeological data, architecture, art, and 

texts to analyze how institutions and communities interacted within the urban 

landscape.549  This dissertation demonstrates the importance of such inter-disciplinary 

research across the fields of history, art history, human geography, and archeology.  A 

full range of available sources was necessary to tell the story of reform in Aosta—or at 

least, the part of the story for which traces remain.  

  

                                                 
549 Maureen Miller, ―The Crisis in the Investiture Crisis Narrative,‖ History Compass 7/6 (2009), 1574-5. 



 
292 

Figures 

 

 

 
Figure 1  Map of medieval Savoy (by J. Watkins after Orton, 1912) 
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Figure 2  Map of Val d‘Aosta, Italy (by J. Watkins) 
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Figure 3 Map of Italy (by J. Watkins after C. Ingersoll in Maureen Miller, 2000) 
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Figure 4 View of Aosta from the east 

(all photographs by Cheryl and Eric Kaufman) 
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Figure 5 Eastern gate of Aosta 
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Figure 6 Map of medieval Aosta (by Cheryl Kaufman) 
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Figure 7 Cloister of St. Ursus, Aosta, view from southeast 
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Figure 8 Diagram of cloister of St. Ursus, Aosta 
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Figure 9 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 25, various marbles… (marmora varia…) 

 

 

 
Figure 10 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 36, in this cloister… (in hoc claustro…) 
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Figure 11 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 35, the blessing of Prior Arnulf 
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Figure 12 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 35, Bishop Herbert (Episcopus Arbertus) 
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Figure 13 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 35, St. Augustine  

(Sanctus Augustinus Episcopus) 
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Figure 14 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 35, Prior Arnulf (Prior Arnulfus) 
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Figure 15 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 35, St. Ursus (Sanctus Ursus) 
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Figure 16 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 35, St. Peter (Sanctus Petrus) 
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Figure 17 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 32, vita of St. Ursus  
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Figure 18 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 32.1, St. Ursus and the poor (pauperes) 

 

 
Figure 19 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 32.1, close up of shoe in the lap of St. Ursus 
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Figure 20 St. Ursus distributing shoes, 

Villeneuve Altarpiece, Bottega del Maestro della Madonna di Oropa, 

Museo Civico, Turin, Italy 
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Figure 21 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 32.1, close up of weight above the poor 

 

 
Figure 22 Roman weight, Musée Archéologique de Viuz (France) 
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Figure 23 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 32.2, font (fons) 

 

 
Figure 24 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 32.2 close up of font (fons) 
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Figure 25 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 32.3,  

St. Ursus greets the armor bearer (armiger) 

 

 
Figure 26 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 32.4,  

St. Ursus pleads with Bishop Ploceanus 
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Figure 27 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 31, Moses, 

we sing to the Lord (cantemus Domino) portrait rondel of Moses 

 

 
Figure 28 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 32.5, torturing the armor bearer 
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Figure 29 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 32.6,  

the death of Bishop Ploceanus 
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Figure 30 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 32.6, 

close up of poem and demons (diaboli) 
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Figure 31 Cloister of St. Ursus, view of west arcade from southwest 

 

 
Figure 32 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 16, midwife (obstetrix) 
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Figure 33 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 16, Rebecca gives birth to Jacob and Esau 

 

 
Figure 34 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 16, birth of Jacob and Esau 
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Figure 35 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 17, Jacob‘s ladder 
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Figure 36 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 33, Mary and Martha at the raising of Lazarus 
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Figure 37 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 21, Jacob‘s wrestles the angel 

 

 
Figure 38 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 21, from Jacob to Israel 
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Figure 39 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 19, embrace of Jacob and Esau 
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Figure 40 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 19, families of Jacob and Esau 

 

 
Figure 41 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 19, sons of Jacob and Esau 
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Figure 42 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 19, Jacob‘s camels 

 

 
Figure 43 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 19, Jacob‘s herd animals 
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Figure 44 Cloister of St. Ursus,  

capital 18, Leah and Rachel 

 

 
Figure 45 Cloister of St. Ursus,  

capital 18, Rachel‘s flocks 
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Figure 46 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 20, Rachel sitting on idol 

 

 
Figure 47 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 20, Leah 
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Figure 48 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 21, Leah 

 

 
Figure 49 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 21, Rachel 
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Figure 50 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 34, Martha and Mary Magdalene 

 
Figure 51 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 33, Christ as Alpha and Omega  
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Figure 52 Cloister of St. Trophime, Arles (France), 

Martha, Mary, and Lazarus (twelfth century) 

 

 
Figure 53 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 33, close up of Martha‘s hair 
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Figure 54 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 34, Jesus the Nazarene (IHC Nazarenus) 

 

 
Figure 55 Capital from cloister of St. Ursus, Museo Civico in Turin, Eve 
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Figure 56 Cloister of St. Ursus, capital 34,  

close up of Mary Magdalene‘s hair 



 
331 

 

 
Figure 57 Medieval Aosta with stream of Perron 

(by Cheryl Kaufman) 

 

 
Figure 58 Campanile at the church of St. Ursus, view from inside city walls, 

(twelfth century) 
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Figure 59 Double campaniles of Aosta cathedral  

 

 
Figure 60 Drawing of medieval eastern gate of Aosta  

(by Cheryl Kaufman after F. Corni, 2004) 
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Figure 61 Aosta, route of Monday Rogation (by Cheryl Kaufman) 

 

 
Figure 62 Aosta, route of Tuesday Rogation (by Cheryl Kaufman) 
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Figure 63 Aosta, route of Wednesday Rogation (by Cheryl Kaufman) 

 

 
Figure 64 Triple portals of eastern gate, Aosta 
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Figure 65 Pedestrian portal of eastern gate, Aosta 
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Appendix I 

Vita of Saint Ursus - English Translation550 
 

83r 

Here begins the life of the holy and most blessed Ursus, confessor of Christ 

 

In the name of the holy and indivisible trinity, this below is inserted, how the most 

blessed Ursus, confessor of Christ, and priest of the most-high God, serving Christ by 

night and by day, was conducting the care of his office in the church which in honor of 

Saint Peter, prince of apostles, was built and dedicated outside the city which is called 

Aosta.  [The city] which in former times was called Praetoria, that is, a judicial city.  

And there was at that time, in the same city, a certain bishop by the name Ploceanus, but, 

as [his] deeds clearly proved, the citizens of that place claim that on account of his own 

baseness and excessive cruelty, he was not a bishop of pastoral care, but a greedy wolf in 

the clothing of a sheep, even a most cruel invader.  He stood out as a tyrant rather than as 

a bishop or pastor.  For the remembered city was enclosed from here and from there with 

the greatest and the highest mountains.  However, it was built on a pleasant and well-

watered plain.  For it is surrounded by fields and meadows and forests and especially 

excellent vineyards, indeed by two rivers of which those names are, clearly, the Dura and 

the Bauthier.  But passing over these things, let us address the most glorious life, of that 

most-blessed, remembered, confessor of Christ.  Because it is judged very unworthy that 

[we] let the tongue of the flesh be silent to expound the miracles which the virtue of the 

Lord works through his chosen ones.  And even all the way to today [the virtue of the 

Lord] continues to work through his servants, namely the martyrs and virgins and 

confessors of both sexes.  The immense divine majesties have not ceased to work in the 

life of this saint and by [his] deeds it is very clearly proved.    

 

83v 

Therefore, there was a man, a worshipper of God, the most blessed Ursus, confessor of 

Christ, living life as if a most tame lamb, in the aforementioned city Aosta.  [His] face 

was simple, but in the work of divine worship, [he was] eager for every pursuit, 

remembering the instruction of the Lord, saying thus, ―be prudent just as serpents and 

simple just as doves.‖551  And indeed, the virtue of God and divine clemency are fit to 

concede to him so much [of the] grace of God, so that no one had ever been able to see or 

perceive him angered or disturbed with respect to his soul.  Always peace and patience 

came from his mouth and lips, [he was] not one forgetful of the command of the apostle 

instructing, ―be patient to all.‖552  Truly, humility and mercy were always found in him 

according to the voice of the Savior saying, ―Blessed are the humble, blessed are the 

                                                 
550 I transcribed this text from a thirteenth-century collection of saints‘ lives in Aosta, at the Library of 

Saint Ursus, MS 7 (fos. 83r-87v=A2).  The text inside the brackets [] is mine, the text in brackets in bold is 

added to make negotiation between the episodes in the vita of Ursus easier.    
551 Matthew 10:16 
552 I Thessalonians 5:14 
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merciful.‖553  He was not an unresponsive listener of the command of the blessed apostle 

who said,  ―be humble under the powerful hand of God so that he may exalt you in the 

time of visitation.‖554  And besides, [as] one trampling the world while despising its 

carnal lusts, and one overcoming by conquering them, he was hastening to the joys of 

paradise, heeding the excellent predictor who said,  ―the world and its lusts will pass 

away‖555 and ―whoever will have wished to be a friend of this age, he will be established 

an enemy of God‖556 and ―the world was crucified to me and I to the world.‖557  Indeed, 

[as] one always eager to adhere and to be connected with the gatherings of the saints, the 

one who with the transitory love of the world already conquered, he triumphs with Christ 

in heaven.  He fixed in [his] heart with the attentive thought of [his] mind that which the 

same teacher of the people said, ―I desire to be released and to be with Christ‖558 and 

―however long as we are in the body, we wander from him.‖559  Indeed, [Ursus] the most 

willing hearer of the warning of God, according to [his] ability, he was visiting sick, he 

was feeding the needy, he was consoling those weeping and sorrowful.  He was 

supportive to those having been oppressed and was comforting the widows and the 

strangers.  For if he had found anyone angry or disturbed in spirit he spoke [to them] with 

a most mild speech for a long time from  
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the divine oracles, to the point that he would turn the soul of that one around toward 

gentleness.  Paying attention to that dictum of the prophet, ―blessed be the feet bringing 

peace‖560 and what the Lord says,  ―blessed be the peacemakers, because,‖ he said, ―they 

will be called the sons of God.‖  Remembering that also which the Lord says through 

Isaiah, ―however, upon whom shall I rest, if not upon the one humble and quiet and the 

one fearing my words?‖561  Indeed, he was speaking with the apostle Paul, ―Who is 

weakened?‖ and  ―am I not also weak?‖  ―who is scandalized?‖ and ―am I not on fire?‖562  

And instantly, [Ursus] was tending a course of singing the psalms with vigilant intent 

with the prophet saying, ―I will bless the Lord at all times, always his praise is in my 

mouth.‖563  Not forgetful of the precept of the apostle who said, ―pray without 

ceasing.‖564  One hundred times per day and one hundred times by night, with constant 

prayer he was beseeching the Lord.  Indeed, through the night passing over the places of 

                                                 
553 Matthew 5:7 
554 I Peter 5:6 
555 I John 2:17 
556 James 4:9 
557 Galatians 6:14 
558 Philippians 1:23 (not exactly, but same meaning) 
559 II Corinthians 5:6 
560 Nahum 1:15; Isaiah 52:7; Romans 10:15 
561 cf. Isaiah 11:2-3 
562 II Corinthians 11:29 
563 Psalm 33:2 
564 I Thessalonians 5:17 
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the saints, the strongest soldier of Christ was arming the front with the banner of the holy 

cross.  Indeed, prostrating [his] body upon the ground, raising up the mind to the height, 

and thinking nothing concerning worldly things.  He commended himself and all catholic 

people to the Lord according to the warnings of the apostle James, ―pray for one another 

so that you will be saved, for the persistent prayer of a just man avails much.‖565  Indeed, 

to whatever church he was coming, immediately the doors were opened to him.  Truly, 

during the day, he worked with [his] hands according to the apostle and from thence he 

helped the needy, believing the prophet saying:  ―Because by the labors of your hands 

you shall eat and it will be well for you‖ 566 and ―he who does not labor shall not eat.‖567   

 

[The Vineyard]  

Likewise, there is more, the same most blessed man planted a vineyard with his own 

hand next to the doorway of his cottage.  For which the one growing and carrying the 

wine, the grace of God was fit to concede to it such virtue so that if someone [was] ill 

from whatever illness, he might drink from this liquor and immediately he would receive 

pristine health.   

 

[The Flood] 

Once upon a time, in those places there was a flood of waters so great to such a degree 

that the power of the river would overflow beyond the banks of its riverbeds the site of 

this place.   
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In truth, the river, which above we called the Bauthier, which descends from the Pennine 

Alps from the east, encircles the city itself, and dangerous with a most powerful course 

increased with such magnitude so that it pressed the walls of the city with its most 

powerful course.  The river invaded the fields, the vineyards, and the plains and it filled 

the pastures with sand and rocks so that the men who were at that place were almost 

endangered with the city itself.  In reality, around the church of St. Peter where the man 

of God Ursus fulfilled his duty, the flood was so great that no one was able to enter or to 

leave.  Then the soldier of Christ, and very strong athlete of Christ, what might he do?  

Not knowing where he might turn, he fled to divine help, armed on the forehead with the 

sign of faith, saying:  ―In tribulation I called on the Lord, and the Lord heard me in 

fullness.  The Lord is my help, therefore, I do not fear this cataclysmic event.‖  

Nevertheless, [he was] calm and secure, having faith in the mercy of the living God, who 

wishes all men to be saved and to come to the recognition of the truth, so that unbelievers 

who approached the same truth might be converted.  [Ursus] poured out this prayer to the 

Lord, saying, ―Lord God, creator of the world, and ruler of all your creatures, you who 

saved and served men and the seeds of the creatures in the flood through Noah, who 

                                                 
565 James 5:16 
566 Psalm 128:2 
567 2 Thessalonians 3:10 
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liberated your people, the sons of Israel, from the hand of Pharaoh and his army, and 

from the depth of the red sea and from the floods of the abyss.  And truly, [you liberated] 

Jonah from the womb of the whale and from the tempests of the abyss and sea.  You led 

them [all] back by your word, safe and unharmed, to dry land from their depths.  You 

who through the petition of your prophet Elijah, prohibited the rain to descend from 

heaven for three years and six months.  You who to Peter, your disciple, offered [your] 

hand, lest he might drown.  You who having been awakened in the boat, commanded the 

winds and the swelling sea and the storms and you made great tranquility.  Be attentive 

towards the invocation of your servant [Ursus] and do not abandon those hoping in you.  

But, order this river that is invading this city, your temple, fields, pastures, and  
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our vineyards, to return to its riverbank.‖  With this prayer to the Lord completed, at that 

same hour, the river itself was returned to its riverbank, so that indeed, it might seem as if 

not one wave had gone out beyond its banks.  Indeed, the man of God freed from 

cataclysmic danger, by his prayer, all things in the area around that place, just as a good 

prelate of Christ.  To whom can we compare this most excellent solder?  Certainly, to 

Moses and Joshua and Elijah, of whom one divided the sea, the other turned back the 

Jordan, and the third actually prohibited the waters to descend from heaven.   

 

[The Field] 

However, there still remains also another miracle in which the virtue of the Lord was 

worked through Ursus. It seems to me [that this miracle] should not be passed over, 

[because] it was the most famous among the men of this place.  Therefore, this same man 

of God [Ursus], bought a certain field with its standing crop above ground.  When the 

crop had come to maturity, indeed, reaping some part from it, truly, leaving another part 

for the poor and the birds, remembering, he fulfilled the oracle of the prophet saying, 

―indeed the poor person was left to you, to the orphan you will be the helper.‖568  Truly, 

having been instructed with admonitions of the Gospel saying,  ―consider the little birds 

of heaven, which do not labor nor do they sow, for whom there is no storehouse, and your 

father from heaven feeds them.‖569  And the little birds themselves gathered to him, not 

as wild birds, but as domesticated, and they resided on his head and upon his shoulders 

and he was feeding them with his hands and afterwards he allowed them to leave 

unharmed.  Never did he eat without the needy and orphans, attending the promise of the 

Lord who said,  ―come, ones blessed of my father.  Secure the kingdom that was prepared 

for you from the establishment of the world.  I was hungry, indeed, and you gave me to 

eat, etc..‖570   

 

[The Horse] 

                                                 
568  Psalm 10:14 
569 Matthew 6:26 
570 Matthew 25:34-35 
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And he feed the above-mentioned birds and he resided before the door of the church 

where he diligently was serving God.  Looking, he saw a certain youth, riding the horse 

of his master, and crying most bitterly.  Who when this custodian of horses regularly 

went by  
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the previously mentioned temple, he never descended to pray nor inclined his head to the 

relics of the holy ones [saints].  Then, the most blessed Ursus, considering frequently 

these things, quickly called urging the boy to himself, to whom also he said, ―tell me‖ he 

said ―for what reason do you cry out?  And [why do you] so regularly while taking a 

journey before the doors of this temple neither enter the church itself nor even incline 

your neck to the Lord?  Show me nevertheless, what you see or where you go or why you 

flee.  Make all your secrets known to me‖.  Then that one wailing said to the man of God, 

―woe is me, Lord, today when I should cross through this way, I brought the best horse of 

my master, which he loved with excessive love. For this reason I am oppressed with 

excessive fear.  I don‘t know what I might do.  Therefore, I ask nothing except equally 

your most blessed prayer and consolation.‖  Then the same man of God, having confided 

in the Lord, with great faith he said to the adolescent, ―Go, my son, enter into this house 

of the Lord, which before you did not enter, demand the most merciful and most kind 

God, lover of all, concerning your health.  Afterwards, truly come to me and I will reveal 

whatever will be necessary for you.‖  At which command, that one most willingly 

obeying, returned to the man of God, with a quick step.  Saint Ursus says to him, ―tell me 

young man, how many horses were entrusted to you for guarding and taking care of?‖  

He responded, ―six.‖  Saint Ursus says to him, ―how many did you send out to graze 

when you began to seek this one you sit on?  Or who gave to you such a horse so 

beautiful and formidable and respectable?‖  Then that boy having been frightened, seeing 

himself caught in the interrogations of Saint Ursus, prostrating himself at his feet with 

tears he said, ―wretched I am, I ride that one itself, which crying I seek, I sit on that very 

horse.‖  Truly, from his master himself, [the boy] suffered no injury, because Saint Ursus 

satisfied his desire.  Then finally Saint Ursus castigated him and said to him, ―another 

time, if you will return this same way in peace, do not 
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wish to pass by the threshold of the holy ones, but for your health to pray for the mercy of 

the Lord, so that He may concede prosperity and all benefits to you.‖  

 

[The Bishop] 

At the same time in which the aforesaid things were happening and this invincible virtue 

of the Lord was done through his servant Ursus.  Ploceanus, as was said, was seen to be 

the bishop in the same city.  It happened, however, that a certain ministerial person of the 

same Ploceanus had committed a crime.  Whence the greatly terrified one fled from the 

guard to the church of Saint Peter, where Saint Ursus was the caretaker.  And when in the 

usual custom, he had entered the church, he saw him standing next to the altar, to whom 
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also he said, ―exactly what did you do wrong?‖  he asked.  And when the boy had 

recounted each of his faults of admission, he began [he seized him?] to ask him that he 

might intercede for him with his master.  And leaving, Saint Ursus came to the bishop in 

the city and prostrating himself at his feet he said, ―My lord father, a certain one from 

your boys, knowing himself to have gravely committed [a crime] toward you, he made 

flight to Saint Peter, from whence I ask, so that in his love, to whom he fled, you might 

concede to him absolution from crimes and the concession of your household.‖  

Ploceanus, truly deceiving the man of God, said, ―Go, brother, say to him that secure with 

grace he may come to our presence, fearing no evil.‖  Then the man of God returned to 

the boy, he said, ―Go, my son, because from this matter there will be no impediment to 

you.‖  Indeed, bishop Ploceanus, in love of St. Peter, forgave your faults.  Then the 

bishop secretly said to certain ones standing by him, ―when he will have come out from 

that church in which he now hides, unless you will present him to me bound, to his 

sentence you will be subjected.‖  [The boy] was led before him [the bishop], fulfilling the 

orders, he who [was] ascending and pining away in him.  Just as a most cruel beast he 

[the boy] was beaten for a long time on [his] back and belly, up until the time he was 

believed to expire/die.  Then with his head tonsured, the tyrant ordered viscous tar to be 

poured upon [his] head, so that he barely escapes, near death, to [return] all the way to the 

man of God.  However, who will dare 
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 to tell this to such a pastor?  In truth, he [the bishop] is not a worthy Christian but a 

rapacious wolf and most savage tyrant.  In him was found and completed what the 

prophet foretold, ―the sinner shall see and shall be angry and he shall gnash his teeth and 

pine away,‖ and others however, ―my just shall live by faith.‖  In the evening, the desire 

of Ploceanus will perish and in the morning justice and faith of the most holy Ursus will 

always remain.  

 

And when the same boy, cut up and beaten, and shaved and tarred on [his] head, half-

alive, had been thrown outside by the executioners, he barely came to the man of God to 

whom he said, ―what,‖ he asked, ―did you wish to do to me, my father?  So that you order 

me to leave from this house of God through deceit as if a murderer or thief?‖  This excuse 

was not out of justice but a giving up from injustice.  Then the most blessed Ursus 

groaning as if over an only begotten son, with paternal piety, with [his ]entrails having 

been stirred up, he said, ―just what happened, son?‖  he asked.  Then the boy recounted to 

him what deeds were done by each person and showed him all the wound of his body, on 

his side, of the side, of the back, of the belly, everything having been cut and flayed, also 

upon the head shaved and tarred.  Then the man of God, groaning and sighing heavily, 

reflecting in himself as if he would have admitted guilt of great crimes, he said, ―Alas, 

alas, upon the name, indeed, this name of pastor or bishop usurping falsely.  Then he said 

to the boy, ―Go, quickly, my son.  Say to Ploceanus: ‗Let it be known to you, because 

after a few days your soul shall be taken from you by demons.  Just as you deserve, you 

will be strangled and overtaken by foul spirits.  You will be buried in hell so that the ones 
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whom up to now you have been eager to serve, from these you might accept the merit of 

servitude, as it is written, ―Servants you will be to whom you obey.‖571 Why, miserable 

one, did you not fear the intention of the threatening apostle?  ―For whoever will violate 

the temple of God‖, so the apostle said, ―God will destroy him.‖572  Therefore you, my 

son, prepare your journey, because you also will soon leave this world, proceeding, about 

to dispute with him.   
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However, I will be following your road, so that I may be assisting for your audience, 

when in reasoning you might stand before the tribunal of the great judge.‘‘‖  [It is an] 

amazing thing, and  surely true, because whatever was predicted in that hour, in both 

cases afterwards the thing happened.  Truly, on the same night in which he predicted, the 

bishop was about to die, he [the bishop] was thrown from his bed to the ground by 

demons and so he miserably died.  Truly the boy according to the sentence of the words 

of the man of God, he [also] departed from this light.  With these things having been 

carried out powerfully, and constantly calm and happy, the holy athlete of God, advanced 

with fasting and vigils incessantly through the night, remembering the precepts of the 

Lord saying in the gospel, ―blessed be those servants whom when the Lord will come, he 

will find watching, I say amen to you, that he might gird himself and he might make them 

to take their places at the table in his kingdom and passing by he will minister to 

them.‖573  In such a way, the confessor of the Lord, preserving the fear of Christ, 

according to the prophecy of his mouth, happily he migrated to Christ and united and 

joined with the priests of Christ Severus and Julius, among the immarescible chorus.  He 

gained the glory of God concerning the apostle from the instruction of the holy ones, he 

said, ―that neither the eye saw nor the ear heard, nor ascended in the heart of man, how 

much God has prepared for those who love him.‖574  The angels of God run to him and 

overtaking him, the triumphant martyrs, extolling confessors, virgin torches, ascending 

with the grace and mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ who with the Father and the Holy 

Spirit love and reign with God through eternity, forever and ever.  Amen.   

                                                 
571 Romans 6:16 
572 I Corinthians 3:17 
573 Luke 12:37 
574 1 Corinthians 2:9 
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Appendix II 

Vita of Saint Ursus – Latin Transcription575 
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Incipit vita sancti ac beatissimi ursi confessoris christ[i]  

 

In nomine sancte et individue trinitatis hic subter insertum est . qualiter beatissimus ursus 

confessor christi et sacerdos dei excelsi nocte ac die christo famulans:  curam gerebat 

officii sui . in ecclesia que in honore sancti petri principis apostolorum edificata et 

dedicata est extra civitatem que nuncupa[tur] august[a] . que p[ricsi]s temporibus 

prator[ia] . dicebatur . id est urbs iudiciaria; fuitqu[e] in illo tempore in eadem urbe presul 

quidam nomine ploceanus sed ut res gesta apertissime probata illius loci cives asserunt ob 

perfidiam suam nimiamque crudelitatem non pontifex pastoralis cure fuit . sed sub veste 

ovis lupus rapax et crudelissimus invasor atque tyranus extitit . potius quam pontifex vel 

pastor . Memorata namque urbs hinc inde magnis et altissimis est montibus circumsepta 

sed [in] grata et irrigua edificata planicie . Campis namque et pratis . silvisque . nec non 

et vineis egregia . circumcing[i]tur enim a duobus fluminibus:  quorum ista sunt nomina 

duria videlicet et bauteginis sed omittentes ista gloriosissimam beatissimi memorati 

confessoris christi [vitam] aggred[i]amur: Quia indignum valde es[t] iudicandum ut sileat 

lingua carn[i]s pandere miracula . que per electos suos operatur domini virtus et usque 

nunc per servos suos .  martires videlicet virginesque et confessores utriusque sexus 

[imminesa] ma[i]estas divina . operari non desinit [sicut] in hiu[s] s[anc]ti vita et gestis 

manifestissime comprobatur  
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[fu]it igitur vir dei cultor beatissimus ursus confessor christi in memorata civitate augusta 

vita degens quasi agnus mansuetissimus Vultum namque simplex : sed in opere divinis 

cultus omni studio promptus : memorans domini preceptionis ita dicentis . Estote 

prudentes sicut serpentes . et simplices sicut columbe;  Tantam et enim gratiam dei virtus 

divinaque clementia concedere illi dignata est . ut eum nullus um[quam] iratum . vel 

animo commotum . videre vel sentire potuisset;  Semper ex ore et labiis eius pax et 

pacientia sunt egresse . non inmemor iussionis apostoli precipientis . pacientes estote ad 

omnes:  Humilitas vero et misericorda semper invente fuer[un]t in eo iuxta salvator[i]s 

vocem dicentis,  Beati humiles.  Beati misericordes,  Et beati apostoli iussi surdus non 

erat auditor qui ait;  Humiliamini sub potenti manu dei ut vos [exaltet] in tempore 

visitationes  Mundumque preterea et concupiscentias eius calcans despiciendo:  et 

vincendo superans . ad gaudia properabat paradysi:  Attendens predicatorem egregium 

qui ait;  Mundus transiet . et concupiscentia eius;  Et quicumque voluerit amicus esse 

seculi huius;  inimicus dei constituetur;  Et mihi mundus crucifixus est;  et ego mundo;  

                                                 
575 I transcribed this text from a thirteenth-century collection of saints‘ lives in Aosta, at the Library of 

Saint Ursus, MS 7 (fos. 83r-87v=A2).  I extended all abbreviations.  The text inside the brackets [] 

indicates an extension that is not standard.  I added the subheadings to make negotiation between the 

episodes in the vita of Ursus easier.    
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Cupiens enim semper adherere et coniungi sanctorum c[o]etibus; qui iam devicto mundi 

caduco amore cum christo triumphat in celo;  sedula mentis intentione in corde figebat 

quod idem magister gentium dix[it]; cupio dissolvi et esse cum christo;  et quamdiu 

sumus incorpore;  peregrinamur ab eo;  Dei enim moniti auditor libentissimus; secundum 

vires visitabat infirmos . alebat egenos . consolabatur lugentes atque dolentes;  

Subveniebat oppressis viduasque et advenas confortabat;  Si enim aliquem irascentem vel 

animo commotum invenisset; mittissimo cum sermone tamdui alloquebatur ex divi  

 

84r 

nis oraculis quousque animum illius in mansuetudinem verteret . Attendens illud 

prop[hete]:  Beati pedes pacem portantes ET quod ait dominus:  Beati pacifici quonium 

filii dei dixit vocabuntur . illius quoque memorans quod per isaiam dominus dicit:  super 

quem autem requiescam nisi Super humilem et quietum et timentem verba mea .  Dicebat 

enim cum apostolo paulo:  Quis infirmatur et ego non infirmor . Quis scandalizatur et ego 

non uror instanterque cursum psallendi pervigili intentione custodiens psallebat cum 

propheta ditens:  benedicam dominum in omni tempore semper laus eius in ore meo, 

apostoli non immemor precepti qui ait:  sine intermissione orate centies per diem 

centiesque per noctem sedula deum deprecabatur oracione assidue enim per noctem loca 

sanctorum perlustrans fortissimus miles christi vexillo sancta crucis armabat frontem 

Corpus quidem humo proternens mentem ad alta[m] sustollens et nihil de terrenis 

cogitans . seipsum et omnem catholicum populum Domino commendabat .  Secundum 

monita jacobi apostoli orate pro invicem ut salvemini . Multum enim valet deprecatio 

justi assidua . ad quamcumque enim veniebat ecclesiam statim patebant ei ianue; in die 

vero secundum apostolum manibus laborabat et ex inde egentis alebat credens prophetam 

dicentem:  Labores manuum tuarum quia manducabis beatus es et bene tibi erit .  Et qui 

non laborat non manducet .  

 

[Vinea] 

Quid plura plantavit idem beatissimus vineam manu sua propria iuxta tugurii sui 

vestibulum cui crescenti et portanti vinum tantam virtutem concedere dignata est dei 

gratia ut si quis infirmus pro quacumque egritudine ex [eius]576 licore potaret statim 

pristinam reciperet sanitatem.   

 

[Diluvius] 

Quodam vero tempore in locis illis inundatio fuit aquarum magna . in tantum ut situm 

loci illius vis fluvii extra ripas alveorum suorum redundaret . Iam 
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Vero fluvius quem antea bautegium nominavimus qui ex alpibus penninis descendit ex 

orientali parte ipsam urbem circumcingi[t]577 . et vallidiss[imo] cursu infestus tanta crevit 

                                                 
576 Correction – written in margin. 
577 Correction – inserted. 
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magnitudine ut muros civitatis vallidissimo cursu arc[t]aret; invaderet agros, vineas, 

camposque et prata repleret arena et petris ita ut homines qui ibidem aderant pene cum 

ipsa urbe periclitarentur . Circa ecclesiam vero sancti petri ubi vir dei ursus fungebatur 

officio tanta inundation fuit ut nullus eam ingredi aut egredi valeret Tunc miles christi et 

athleta christi fortissimus quid ageret quo se verteret nesciens ad auxilium confugit 

divinum fronte armata signo fidei dicens:  In tribulatione invocavi dominum et exaudivit 

me in latitudine  Dominus mihi adiutor est ideo hunc cataclismum non timeo intrepidus 

tamen et securus fidens in misericordia viventis dei qui omnes homines vult salvos fieri et 

ad agnitionem veritatis venire ut increduli qui ibidem aderant converterentur hanc 

orationem ad dominum fudit dicens:  Domine deus mundi creator atque gubernator totius 

creat[u]578re tue qui hominem seminaque creaturarum in diliuvo per noe salvasti et 

servasti;  qui liberasti populum tuum filios israel de pharaonis manu et exercitus eius et 

de profundo rubri maris et abyssi [gurgitibus;  Ionam vero de cerbi ceti utero et de 

tempestatibus abyssi ]579 et maris et ex eorum profunditatibus salvum et illaesum per 

verbum tuum ad aridam reduxisti qui per petitionem prophete tui helie imbrem de celo 

descendere prohibuisti annis tribus et mensibus sex;  qui petro discipulo tuo ne 

mergeretur manum porrexisti;  qui in navi excitatus imperasti ventis et mari tumescenti et 

tempestatibus;  et fecisti tranquillitatem magnam:  adesto ad invocationem servi tui et non 

derelinquas sperantes in te:  sed precipe huic flumni inundanti hanc civitatem et templum 

tuum, agros, parata 
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Et veneas nostras ad alveum suum remeare . Hac oratione peracta ad dominum eadem 

hora fluvius ipse ad alveum suum reverses est:  ut videretur quidem quasi nec una unda 

extra ripas suas fuisset egressi  Omnia enim in circuitu loci illius vir dei oratione sua a 

periculo cataclimi liberavit tanquam bonus preliator Christi . cui autem hunc talem 

militem assimilabimus Moysi profecto et Josue et helye quorum unus mare divisit alius 

jordanem retrorsum convertit tertius vero aquas de coelo descendere prohibuit .  

 

[Campum] 

Restat autem adhuc et alliu[d]580 miraculum quod per ipsum domini virtus operata est 

quod mihi visum est non pretermittere quod tamen hominibus loci illius notissimum est . 

Emit igitur idem [et]581 vir dei campum quondam cum segete sua desuper stante . Qui 

cum ad maturitatem vinisset partem quidem aliquam ex eo metens partem vero alteram 

pauperibus et avibus relinquens memorans implevit oraculum prophete dicentis:  Tibi 

enim derelictus est pauper, pupillo tu eris adiutor;  Evangelii vero instructus monitis 

dicebat:  Considerate volatila celi quam laborant neque seminant quibus non est horreum 

et pater vester coelestis pascit illa . conveniebantque ad eum ipsa volatilia non quasi 

                                                 
578 Correction – inserted. 
579 Correction – footnoted and inserted in red at the bottom of 84v column B. 
580 Correction – inserted. 
581 Correction – attempted to erase.   



 
346 

silvatica sed ut domestica et residebant super caput eius et super humeros illius pascebat 

ea manibus suis et postea illesa sinebat abire . Numquam sine egenis et orfanis edebat 

[]582 attendens promissa domini qui ait:  Venite benedicti  patris mei percipite regnum 

quod vobis partum est a constitutione mundi esurivi enim et dedistis [mihi]583 manducare 

et cetera   

 

[Equus] 

cumque aves superius nominates aleret et resideret ante januam ecclesie ubi sedulo deo 

serviebat aspiciens vidit juvenem quondam equum domini sui equitatem et amarissime 

flentem .  Qui cum assidue hic quidem custos equorum 
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Ante iam dictum templum transiret nunquam tamen ad orationem descendit nec caput 

suum sanctorum reliquiis inclinavit . Tunc beatissimus Ursus hec intuens frequenter 

agentem vocavit eum ad se cui et dixit:  Dic inquit mihi fili qua de causa vociferaris et 

ante januas huius temple tam frequenter iter carpens nec ipsam intras ecclesiam nec etiam 

cervices tuas ad dominum inclinas . Indica tamen mihi quid queris aut quo vadis vel cur 

fles et omnia secreta tua mihi fac manifesta . Tunc eiulans ille ait ad virum dei:  heu mihi 

domine hodie cum transirem per hanc viam ablatus est a me equus domine mei optimus 

quem nimio diligebat amore unde nimio coartor timore Quid faciam nescio Unde non 

aliud peto nisi tuam beatissimam orationem pariter et consolationem . Tunc idem vir dei 

in domino confisus cum magna fiducia dixit adolescenti Vade fili mi ingredere in hanc 

domum domini in qua antea non fuisti flagita misericordissimum et amatorem omnium 

benignissimum deum de salute tua Postea vero venies ad me:  et quidquid tibi 

necessarium fuerit pandam;  Quibus ille iussis libentissime obediens, ad virum dei 

concito gradu reversus est . Dicit ad eum sanctus ursus:  dic mihi iuvenis quanti tibi in 

custodiendo curam gerendo commendati sunt equi . Respondit:  Sex  Dicit ei Sanctus 

Ursus:  Quantos ad pabula dimisisti quando hunc quem sedes querere cepisti Aut quis tibi 

dedit talem equum tam pulchrum tamque formosum et honestum .  Tunc pave factus puer 

ille videns se captum in interrogationibus sancti ursi prosternens se ad pedes eius cum 

lacrimis dixit  Miser ego ipsum quem equito et quero lugens ipsem sedeo;  Ipse vero a 

domino suo nullam de hoc passus est iniuriam . qua sanctus ursus satisfecit eius desidie ; 

Tunc demum castigavit eum sanctus ursus . dixitque ad eum ; Alia vice si reverses ha[n]c 

eadem via in pace fueris noli pre 
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terire sanctorum limina sed pro salute tua domini misericordiam deprecare ut prospera 

tibi et commode cuncta concedat .  

 

[Episcopus] 

                                                 
582 Correction – text has been removed.   
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Eodem tempore in quo predicta gerebantur et domini vertus invicta per servum suum 

ursum hec opera[ba]584tur ploceanus ut dictum est in eadem urbe pontifex esse videbatur . 

Contigit autem eiusdem ploceani ministralem quondam incurrisse in crimen Unde valde 

pertimescens presidium fuge fecit ad ecclesiam sancti petri ubi sanctus ursus custos erat . 

Cumque more solito in ecclesiam fuisset ingressus . vidit eum iuxta altare stantem . cui et 

dixit quid nam inquit peccasti585  Cumque puer singulas retulisset admissionis sue culpas 

cepit eum rogare ut apud dominum suum pro se intercederet . Egrediensque sanctus ursus 

venit ad episcopum in civitatiem et prosternens se ad pedes eius dixit:  Mi domine pater, 

quidam ex pueris vestris sciens se graviter delinquisse in vos confugium fecit ad sanctum 

petrum  Unde peto ut in eius amore ad quem confugit absolutionem criminis ei concedatis 

et vestrae domesticitatis concessionem . Ploceanus vero fallens in virum dei dixit:  Vade 

frater dic ei ut securus cum gratia veniat ad nulla pertimescens mala  . tunc vir dei ad 

puerum reverses dixit:  Vade fili mi quia ex hac re impedimentum tibi nullum erit .  

ploceanus enim episcopus in amore sancti Petri cupis tuis indulsit .  Tunc episcopus clam 

quibusdam sibi astantibus dixit:  Nisi eum cum exierit de ipsa ecclesia in qua nunc latitat 

mihi vinctum presentaveritis eius sententie vos subiacebitis . Qui jussa complentes ante 

eum adductus est Qui scendens et tabescens in eum tanquam crudelissima bestia tamdiu a 

dorso et ventre flagellatus est;586 quousque expirare crederetur;  Tunc capite eius tonso 

iussit tyrannus viscosum episcopus super illud fundi ut vix evaderet usque ad virum dei 

morte vicina . Quis autem hunc talem di 
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cere audebit pastorem  Verum ut dignum est nec christianum sed iupum rapacem et 

tyrannum sevissimum:  In eo inventum est et completum quod predixit propheta:  

Peccator videbit et irascetur dentibus suis fremet et tabescet Et alibi Justus autem meus ex 

fide vivit . Vespere preriit desiderium ploceani et mane justitia et fies sanctissimi ursi 

semper permansit . Cumque idem puer cesus verberatus et decalvatus capite et 

bituminatus semivivus foras a carnificibus fuisset eiectus vix ad virum dei pervenit cui et 

dixit:  Quid inquit facere in me voluisti pater mi ut me per illusionem quasi latronem aut 

homicidam egredi de hac domo dei juberes . Non fuit hec excusatio ex justo sed traditio 

ex iniquo , Judicet dominus inter me et te tunc beatissimus ursus ingemiscens et quasi 

super filio unigenito paterna pietate commoto viscere dixit:  Quidnam inquit contigit fili?  

Tunc retulit ei puer que gesta fuerant per singula et ostendi ei omnia vulnera corporis sui 

lateris dorsi ventris omnia cesa et decorticata insuper etiam caput decalvatum et 

bituminatum . Tunc ingeniscens vir dei graviterque suspirans reputans in se quasi grandi 

sceleris culpas admisisset dixit:  Heu heu super nomen quidem pastoris vel espiscopi hoc 

nomen fallaciter usurpantis . Tunc ait ad puerum;  Vade cito fili me dic ploceano:  Notum 

tibi sit quia post paucos dies tolletur anima tua a te a demonibus ut dignus es 

stangulaberis et a tetris spiritibus susceptus sepelieris in infernum ut quibus nunc usque 

                                                 
584 Correction – added above the line. 
585 Section in italics was in the manuscript, but was not in the printed transcription of A2. 
586 In the transcription the words in italics are replaced by ―verberare illum jussit.‖ 
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servire studuisti ab his recipias meritum servitutis sicut scriptum est:  Servi eritis cui 

obedistis:  Quare non timuisti miser apostoli[tis]587 minantis sententiam:  Quicumque 

enim templum dei violaverit ut ait apostolus disperdet illum deus . Tu ergo fili mi perata 

iter tuum quia et tu migrabis cito de hoc mundo pergens altercaturus cum eo.  Ego 

 

87r 

autem subsequens ero iter vestrum ut sim audientie vertre assistens cum in ratione 

steteritis ante tribunal judicis magni.  Mira res ac verissima qua quicquid in illa hora 

predixit in utroque postea rei probavit eventus;  Eadem vero nocte qua migraturum 

episcopum predixit projectus est de stratu suo a demonibus in humum et sic miserabiliter 

expirvit;  Puer vero secundum sermonis viri dei sententiam migravit de hac luce . His ita 

peractis viriliter et constanter intrepidus et letus incedebat sanctus athleta dei iejuniis et 

vigiliis incessanter pernoctans domini precepta memorans dicentis in evangelio;  Beati 

servi illi quos cum venerit dominus invenerit vigilantes Amen dico vobis quod precinget 

se et faciet illos discumbere ad mensam regni sui et transiens ministrabit illis . Tali modo 

confessor domini in timore christi perseverans iuxta prophetiam oris sui feliciter migravit 

ad christu Sociatus que et adiunctus sacredotibus christi severo et iulio inter verantes et 

immarcescibiles choros adeptus est gloriam dei de qua apostolus ex sanctorum 

preceptione dixit:  Quod nec oculus vidit nec auris audivit nec in cor hominis ascendit 

quanta preparavit dues his qui diligent eum . Occurrunt ei angeli dei illum suscipientes 

martyres triumphantes confessors exultantes virgines lampades accendentes cum gratia et 

misericordia domini nostri jesu Christi qui cum pater et spiritus sancto vivit et regnat 

deus per infinita secula seculorum . Amen 

 

                                                 
587 Correction – erased. 



 
349 

Appendix III 

Holy Places in the Vitae of St. Ursus588 
 

 

Farfa MS 29 (341) 

BHL 8453b 

9th - 10
th
 c. 

 

Latin 

 

Farfa MS 29 (341) 

BHL 8453b 

9th - 10
th
 c. 

 

English 

Aosta MS 7 

BHL 8453 

13
th
 c 

Latin 

 

Aosta MS 7 

BHL 8453 

13
th
 c 

English 

loca sanctorum places of the saints ecclesia... sancti petri (2)  church of St. Peter 

limina sanctorum  thresholds of the saints loca sanctorum places of the saints 

ecclesia (3) church ecclesia (5) church 

atria dominorum sanctorum 

martyrum 

atriums of the saints of the 

holy martyrs  

templa (3) temple 

hoc loco sancto this holy place locus ille that place 

concilia dominorum 

sanctorum martyrum 

assemblies of the saints of 

the holy martyrs 

domum domini house of the Lord 

concilia sanctorum assemblies of the saints sanctorum limina thresholds of the saints 

templa (4) temple domum dei house of God 

  templum dei temple of God 

 

                                                 
588 Listed in order of appearance in vitae.  Numbers in ( ) are the number of times this designation is 

repeated.   
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Appendix IV  

Bishops of Aosta589 

 

 

Dates 

Of Bishopric 

 

Name Notes 

c. 451 Eustasius Participated in synod in Milan in  

c. 460s 

(d. Sept 7) 

St. Gratus 

 

Participated in at translation of relics at St. Maurice 

d‘Aguane in 470.  Vita of St. Grat written c. 1285.  

Tomb found at church of St. Lawrence and relics 

translated to cathedral in thirteenth century. 

c. 6
th

 century St. Iucundus 

(James) 

Participated in Roman synod in 501 and 502 

c. 529-546 Gallus Tomb found at church of St. Lawrence 

6
th

 or 8
th

 c Ploceanus Only evidence for bishopric appears in vita of St. 

Ursus  

c. 876 Ratbornus Was present at election of Charles the Bald in 876 

and at synod in Ravenna in 877 

c. 969 Liutfredus Participated in synod in Milan in 969 

994-1025 Anselm 

 

Related to king Rudolf III of Burgundy, brother-in-

law of Count Humbert and his brother was 

archbishop of Vienne (1011-1030/32).  Anselm is 

responsible for enlarging the cathedra and adding the 

frescos to the nave of the cathedral and the church of 

St. Ursus. 

1024-1026-c. 

1031 

Burchardus Son of Count Humbert Whitehand.  Identified himself 

as bishop of Aosta as early as 1022 while bishop 

Anselm was still living. His uncle Burchardus II, was 

archbishop of Lyon. 

1062/3 Unknown Unnamed bishop in Peter Damian‘s letter to Adelaide 

of Turin. PL 145:0419 

1075 or 90 Anselm Appears is martyrology of cathedral  

1113/14 Boso In 1091 he is provost and bishop of the cathedral in 

Geneva in 1091. 

1132-

1138/39 

Herbert/Arbert Portrayed on capital 35 in cloister of St. Ursus. Was 

regular canon of Abondance before becoming bishop.  

                                                 
589 Information in this chart was compiled from: Fedele Savio, Gli antichi vescovi d’italia: dalle origini al 

1300 – Piemonte (Bologna: Forni Editore, 1899), 594; Bruno Orlandoni, Architettura in Valle d’Aosta: Il 

Romanico e il Gotico dalla construzione della cattegrale ottoniana alle committenze di ibleto e Bonifacio 

di Challant 1000-1420 (Ivrea: Priuli & Verlucca, 1995); and Amato Pietro Frutaz, Le fonti per la storia 

della valle d’Aosta (Aosta: Tipografia Valdostana, 1998).  
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Made donations to the canons of St. Ursus. 

 

1141 Armanus His name appears in two charters in 1141 and in the 

necrology of the college of St. Ursus.  

after 

Armanus 

Boso de Porta St. 

Ursi 

Appears in martyrology of the cathedral. 

1147/48 Ugo His name appears in a charter and in the martyrology 

of the cathedral. 

1152 Arnulphus First prior of St. Ursus.  His blessing/ordination is 

depicted on capital 35 in the cloister of St. Ursus. 

He might have been bishop as early as 1148, but 

certainly by 1152. He appears both in the martyrology 

of the cathedral and the necrology of St. Ursus 

1161-1170 Guillermus de 

Palude  

 

Originally from the village of La Palud, today 

Gressan; he was previously archdeacon of the 

cathedral. 

c. 1170-1176 Aymo di porta St. 

Ursi  

Previously a regular canon of St. Ursus.  Appears in 

necrology of the college of St. Ursus. 

1180, 1185 Gigonus Recorded in martyrology of the cathedral. 

1186, 1193 Valbertus Regular canon of St. Ursus.  His name appears both 

in the martyrology of the cathedral and the necrology 

of St. Ursus 

1213/1219 Jacobus 

(James) 

Took part in fourth Lateran Council. 

1220-1243 

 

 

Bonifacius  Participated in arbitration between Ursus canons and 

the Mark of Sarro and received a concession from the 

Count for a mill.  Buried at cathedral.  He is 

commemorated annually during the Major litany.   

1243- Rodolfus Grossi 

de Valledigna 

In 1246 he became archbishop of Tarentaise 

appointed by Pope Innocent IV.   

1246-56 

 

Peter de Pra Appears in martyrology of cathedral and regular 

canon of Abondance per mention in necrology of the 

―monastery of the blessed Mary‖ in Abondance as 

―our canon.‖  

1258, 1259 Petrus de Stipulis 

Étroubles 

Was previously a canon of cathedral 

1260, 1263 Peter de Palacio Formerly prior of the canons of St. Ursus. 

1266-1272 Humbertus de 

Vileta  

Appears in martyrology of the cathedral. 

1272-1273 Aymo de 

Challant 

Son of Gofred and Beatrice of Geneva, was canon of 

cathedral.  
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