
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

[Review of: J.M. DeSilva (2022) The Office of Ceremonies and Advancement in
Curial Rome, 1466–1528]

Witte, A.
DOI
10.1086/731205
Publication date
2024
Document Version
Final published version
Published in
The Sixteenth Century Journal
License
Article 25fa Dutch Copyright Act (https://www.openaccess.nl/en/policies/open-access-in-
dutch-copyright-law-taverne-amendment)
Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Witte, A. (2024). [Review of: J.M. DeSilva (2022) The Office of Ceremonies and Advancement
in Curial Rome, 1466–1528]. The Sixteenth Century Journal, 55(1-2), 332-334.
https://doi.org/10.1086/731205

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, P.O. Box 19185, 1000 GD Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
You will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:16 Oct 2026

https://doi.org/10.1086/731205
https://handle.uba.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/review-of-jm-desilva-2022-the-office-of-ceremonies-and-advancement-in-curial-rome-14661528(8dcdf402-4afa-4571-a230-471b3055b4ed).html
https://doi.org/10.1086/731205


The Office of Ceremonies and Advancement in Curial Rome, 1466–1528. Jennifer
Mara DeSilva.
Leiden, NL: Brill, 2022. 254 pp. $139.00. ISBN 978-900444493-5.

REVIEWED BY Arnold Witte
University of Amsterdam

Many studies on the social constellation of early modern ecclesiastical admin-
istrations take the vantage point of high-profile protagonists and describe how they
advanced their position and accrued benefices. Biographies of popes, cardinals,
(arch)bishops, and humanists underlined Rome as the prime location for the advance-
ment of one’s career, thanks to kinship and patronage networks, and the Catholic
Church’s extensive international structure. This was expressed in ceremonies and
rituals that visualized the relations within the papal court itself, the rankings within
the Italian aristocracy, as well as the sovereignty of European rulers vis-à-vis papal
authority.

With this new book, Jennifer Mara DeSilva looks at the intersection between
social history and ceremonial, and takes the smallest papal office, that of Ceremo-
nies, as her subject. Although encompassing only a handful of officials, they played
a central role in the performance of power of the papal court. They characteristically
came from patrician backgrounds and occupied a post in the court hierarchy quite
peripheral to themain governmental processes, while they were in frequent contact
with those at the center of power. This provided them access to patronage networks
that favored their careers.

In order to research the interaction between social background and institu-
tionalization in social advancement, the book provides case studies of threemasters
of ceremony. On the one hand, Agostino Patrizi, Johann Burchard, and Paris de’
Grassi are relatively well-known for their ceremonial diaries, studied by modern
scholars with an eye for courtly and liturgical settings in Renaissance Rome. These
diaries also provide a rich source of information on political, ecclesiastical, and his-
torical events from an insider perspective. On the other hand, the careers of these
ceremonialists have hardly been the subject of study.

DeSilva’s book therefore offers a few different angles on the practices of the
ceremonialists and their strategies in order to explore to what extent they realized
their ambition within the curial context. The first two chapters discuss the papal
court and the development of the Office of Ceremonies since the Avignonese pe-
riod. Due to the growing importance of festive politics, chapel clerks were substituted
in the late quattrocento by specific ceremonialists that set in a process of profession-
alization. The successive chapter traces the lives of Patrizi, Burchard, and De’Grassi.
Their different backgrounds show that deviations from the standard route did not
necessarily impede one’s chances of social advancement. The clearest example is
Burchard who, from Alsatian birth of modest social standing and a history of fraud
and theft during his youth, relocated to Rome where he managed to recoup his
career. His employment in the households of Cardinals Barbo and Arcimboldo,
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and later at the court of Sixtus IV, led to his nomination to the Office of Ceremonies
in 1483. In contrast, Patrizi’s and De’ Grassi’s family networks extended from their
native Siena and Bologna into the curial offices, and through amore standard cursus
honorum managed to obtain the title of Master of Ceremonies.

For these ceremonialists, the Office was not their sole occupation. All three
used their networks in the curia to accumulate benefices and prebends in their city
or region of origin; this even was the case for Burchard, notwithstanding his youth-
ful sins. This quest for resources can be explained through Patrizi’s 1469 letter to
Paul II in which he lamented his financial insecurity. Supernumerary ceremonial-
ists, which Patrizi was at the time, only received a share of the Office’s fees if they
substituted absent ordinary ceremonialists. In his case this had not happened for
three years, and he was in desperate need for money. Since all members of theOffice
started out as supernumerary, they were constrained to hunt prebends that theymain-
tained when appointed ordinarius. What these three men also shared was the acqui-
sition of a bishopric. In this respect, Patrizi, Burchard, and De’ Grassi are comparable
to a small number of humanists at the papal court who, thanks to personal contacts
with popes and/or influential cardinals were nominated to minor sees. For the cer-
emonialists, however, the income generated in this way was not the main attrac-
tion; what counted was a different position in the space of papal liturgy, and thus
status at court.

Even the documentation the masters of ceremony produced can be read in the
light of social advancement. While the diaries offer insight in the daily practice of
adapting liturgical and ceremonial norms to specific situations, the ceremonial-
ists also wrote accounts of historical events, such as Patrizi’s Descriptio adventus
Frederici III Imperatoris ad Paulum papam II of 1469, or standard protocols such
as the Ceremoniale Romanum printed from 1516 onwards. In this way, the three
ceremonialists manifested themselves as humanists, which again enhanced their
prestige at the papal court where humanist skills were particularly appreciated in
the context of international diplomacy.

This book thus combines two perspectives on social dynamics within the papal
court: biographical, in the form of individual strategies, and institutional, where
organizational dynamics offer an explanation for personal advancement. It therefore
argues that faction and family are not the only factors that constituted a curial career
in the earlymodern period, but also theway one instrumentalized patronage through
institutional networks. Whether we now need to revise the idea that ecclesiastical
careers were predominantly a confirmation of one’s socioeconomic position, remains
unresolved. The discussion of three cases certainly adds to our knowledge about the
papal court as a place to realize social aspirations, and the insight that increasing
bureaucracy could actually offer advantages for those working in it. The Office of
Ceremonies, however was first of all a special branch precisely because its members
were in close contact with the highest echelons of the ecclesiastical hierarchy; this was
not true for many other parts of the papal administration. Secondly, the chances to
advance one’s status through the Office of Ceremonies varied over time: few successors
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to Patrizi, Burchard, and De’ Grassi managed to obtain a bishop’s miter. Whether
this was due to the gradual separation of the administrative apparatus from the rest
of the papal court, and thus the diminishing opportunities for institutional patron-
age, remains to be discussed. The more coherent perspective offered by this book
on the Office of Ceremonies will, however, aid many scholars working in the field
of ceremony in the Roman context.
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