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The papal tiara has been a symbol of the papacy since its first appearance around the 

eighth century. The exact symbolism of the three-tiered crown is unknown; a popular 

interpretation is that it represents the three divisions of the Christian Church: the Church 

Militant, Church Penitent, and Church Triumphant. Also called the triregnum, the tiara was 

last worn in public in 1963 by Pope Paul VI, who later donated his crown for charity. Since 

then, the last four popes, including the current Pope Francis, have received tiaras but have 

never worn them publicly. This project analyzes the rejection of the papal tiara and of the 

coronation ceremony as a symbol of the changing values of the modern papacy relationship 

between the disappearance of the papal tiara and the changing values of the modern papacy 

after the Second Vatican Council (1962-65). By examining the history of Paul VI’s crown 

within the context of a centuries-old tradition, I show how the papal tiara has been 

transformed from a symbol of the pope’s temporal power into a representation of material 

wealth that has become incompatible with the image of modest piety promoted by the 

contemporary papacy. 

 

 

In the 2016 drama television series The Young Pope, the fictional American pontiff 

Pius XIII causes shock and unrest within the Vatican with his controversial conservative 

philosophies and rejection of his predecessor’s liberality. One of his first missions is the 

retrieval of the papal tiara of Paul VI, which was gifted to the United States in 1964 and has 

resided in Washington, D.C. ever since. In this imagined story, the tiara is repurchased by the 

Vatican and the tradition of wearing the crown, dormant since 1963, is reinstated by Pius XIII 

(Figure 1 and 2). This urgency to resurrect the tiara coincides with the young pope’s 

aggressive conservativism and his desire for the Church to once again become “prohibited, 

inaccessible, and mysterious.”1 The series’ spotlight on the crown, and specifically the crown 

of Paul VI, is a subtle indication of a growing public awareness of this object and its unique 

role in representing the traditional values of the Catholic Church. The papal tiara, once a 

popular and highly visible symbol within the Catholic visual canon, has faded from public 

memory over the last fifty years. The mid-20th century saw an increased concern over the 

Church’s perceived distance from the lives of the faithful, a concern that was addressed 

                                                           
1 The Young Pope, Episode 5, directed by Paolo Sorrentino (2016; HBO). 
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through the Second Vatican Council (1962-65), which focused on bringing the Church into 

the modern era. This paper explores the tiara’s transformation from the embodiment of the 

Catholic Church’s temporal and spiritual power into a negative symbol of conservativism. 

Whether as an object or an image, the tiara continues to be the most powerful and most visual 

gauge of the Catholic Church’s shifting political, social, and moral tendencies during a period 

of rapid modernization. 

The tiara of Paul VI is one of many papal crowns in existence today. This type of 

crown, also called a triregnum or triple crown, was for centuries worn by popes during their 

high-profile papal coronations, and it was not uncommon for a newly elected pontiff to either 

commission a new tiara from Vatican workshops or receive one as a gift. Typically, these 

crowns are ornate, covered with golden accents and both precious and semiprecious stones. 

The tiara’s tall silhouette, as well as its two embroidered and tasseled lappets, make it visually 

similar to the mitre, another type of ecclesiastical headwear. However, unlike the mitre, which 

is also worn by bishops for liturgical events, the tiara is an exclusively pontifical headdress, 

reserved for less spiritual ceremonies such as papal coronations. 

The tradition of the papal tiara emerged around 1,300 years ago. Early references from 

the 8th and 9th centuries described the crown as a descendent of the Phrygian cap, a conical hat 

of the ancient world. What began as a simple white linen cap was later embellished with a 

circlet during the mid-12th century. A portrait of Pope Innocent III (r. 1198-1216) (Fig. 3) 

depicts the pontiff wearing an early variant of the tiara, triangular in shape, and lightly 

adorned with geometric patterning. Boniface VIII (r. 1294-1303) is believed to have added the 

second crown, thereby symbolically elevating himself above kings as the possessor of both 

spiritual and temporal power. It wasn’t until the early 14th century that the triregnum, with all 



3 

 

 

   
 

three tiers, first appeared, and by the 15th century the triple crown had become customary for 

papal occasions.2 The three layers of the tiara can be understood in multiple ways. The 

Vatican offers two popular interpretations: first, the three levels embody the three divisions of 

the Christian Church: the Church Militant (the Church on earth), the Church Suffering (the 

Church in purgatory), and the Church Triumphant (the Church in heaven); second, the tiers 

are symbols of the pope’s three primary duties as father of kings, governor of the world, and 

Vicar of Christ.3 A third interpretation of the crown is that it represents Christ’s threefold 

mission as Priest, Prophet-Teacher and King. Regardless of the symbolic interpretation, an 

emphasis is placed on earthly kingship and temporal power. 

The tiara surfaces and resurfaces throughout Western art history, and is often depicted 

in Renaissance and Baroque paintings and sculpture. In Giorgio Vasari’s 16th-century fresco 

The Triumphal Entry of Leo X into Florence (Fig. 4), for example, the Medici pope (r. 1513-

1521) travels through the crowds of the piazza. Not only does he wear the three-tiered tiara, 

but two similar tiaras, carried by members of the processional entourage, precede him. The 

eye travels from the proclamatory pair of tiaras in the left corner of the foreground to the 

distant pope on the right. The tiaras in this fresco act, as they will in the centuries to come, as 

heralding symbols of the papal presence, becoming a visual component of the papal image 

that stands in for the pope himself. The tiara is also often used in depictions of Saint Peter, 

who is widely considered the first Bishop of Rome, despite the fact that he never officially 

bore the title of “pope.” In a 14th century French limestone sculpture, for example, the saint is 

depicted with explicitly papal imagery (Fig. 5). Not only does he don traditional papal 

                                                           
2 Herbert Norris, Church Vestments: Their Origin & Development (London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd), 115. 
3 “Tiara,” last updated April 3, 2001, 

http://www.vatican.va/news_services/press/documentazione/documents/sp_ss_scv/insigne/triregno_en.html.   

http://www.vatican.va/news_services/press/documentazione/documents/sp_ss_scv/insigne/triregno_en.html
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vestments, he also wears the papal tiara, which was originally inlaid with jewels. In this piece, 

a connection is established between Saint Peter and his successors, emphasizing papal 

authority and supremacy. This link is visually created and enforced through the papal tiara, 

which for centuries represented papal primacy. This notion of papal power is extended to God 

himself in a Flemish illustrated manuscript from the 16th century (Fig. 6). In his depiction of 

the creation of Eve, artist Simon Bening depicts God wearing the papal tiara, blessing Eve as 

she rises from Adam’s rib. This use of the tiara to identify God establishes even further the 

link between the crown, the pope, and spiritual and temporal power. These depictions of the 

crown, whether it be multiplied as in Vasari’s fresco, on the head of Saint Peter, or used to 

identify God himself, indicate the importance of the crown in affirming the divinely endowed 

power of the wearer, and that this power extends to whoever is crowned. In this way, by 

wearing the papal tiara, popes could assert their power as being derived from a long legacy 

that leads back to Saint Peter and to God himself. 

Made by Scuola Beato of Angelico, Milan just before his 1963 coronation,4 Paul VI’s 

tiara has the same basic structure as its predecessors (Fig. 7). A golden band of jagged 

lozenges inlaid with aquamarines encircles the sparsely decorated silver crown. The three tiers 

have been reduced to thin lines adorned with a handful of diamonds, emeralds, and rubies. Its 

two silk lappets are simply decorated with embroidered papal seals and twenty natural pearls 

(Fig. 8). Compared with past crowns, which were traditionally coated in gold and gemstones, 

Paul’s tiara is not only modest, but unexpectedly modern, opting for bold midcentury shapes 

over ornate jewels. It was this crown that would mark the end of the tiara tradition: in 1963, at 

Paul’s coronation, it became the last papal crown ever worn in public. The following year, the 

                                                           
4 Geraldine M. Rohling, Jubilee 2009: Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception 

(Washington, D.C.: Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception, 2009), 215. 
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pope ceremonially renounced the crown during one of the final sessions of the Second 

Vatican Council. This renunciation came to be seen as a key indicator that traditional Catholic 

power was ending and a new style of Catholic leadership, one which had no place for a 

crown, was beginning. 

The Second Vatican Council, also referred to as Vatican II, was the single most 

important development in the Catholic world in the 20th century. Like previous ecumenical 

councils, Vatican II assembled together eligible participants (mostly bishops) to create 

authoritative documents to be followed by the whole Church. This council was the site of 

many changes in doctrine and traditions, and its legacy continued throughout the papacies of 

Paul VI, John Paul I (r. 1978), John Paul II (r. 1978-2005), and Benedict XVI (r. 2005-2013), 

all of whom participated in the council in various ways. Announced by John XXIII (r. 1958-

63) in 1959, Vatican II required two and a half years of preparation before its opening 

session.5 The council produced sixteen documents, the length of which far surpassed the 

documentation of any ecumenical council in the Church’s history. There is a self- and global-

awareness in these documents that shows the Church’s understanding of the changing world: 

Today, the human race is passing through a new stage of its history. Profound and 

rapid changes are spreading by degrees around the whole world. Triggered by the 

intelligence and creative energies of man, these changes recoil upon him, upon his 

decisions and desires, both individual and collective, and upon his manner of thinking 

and acting with respect to things and to people. Hence we can already speak of a true 

                                                           
5 Other long-term councils, such as the Councils of Constance (1414-18) and Trent (1545-63), met without any 

preparation.  
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social and cultural transformation, one which has repercussions on man’s religious life 

as well.6 

With these undertones of broad social consciousness, this collection of documents laid the 

foundations of the modern Church, emphasizing themes of reconciliation and encouraging 

Catholic fellowship with other Christian and non-Christian faiths. In short, the council 

signified the Church’s “willingness to operate in the contemporary realm.”7 Massive media 

attention (made possible by the rising popularity of television and radio) meant that more 

global attention was fixed on Vatican II, and the new decisions it created on behalf of the 

Church, than on any previous council. Also, due to this ease of communication, changes could 

be implemented almost immediately, even as the council was still in session. For example, 

many attended Sunday Mass on November 29, 1964, in the midst of council reform, to find 

some of these changes already implemented, among them the controversial replacement of 

Latin with the vernacular language. 

All of these changes came as a shock for Catholics and non-Catholics alike. After the 

First Vatican Council (1869-70) had dogmatically defined papal infallibility, the belief that 

the pope is exempt from error when defining doctrine, many thought that further councils 

were unnecessary.8 Thus, John XXIII’s announcement of Vatican II, which came just three 

months after his coronation, was unexpected. In many ways, the stout and jovial John was the 

antonym of his predecessor, the slim and formal Pius XII (r. 1939-58). Affectionately called 

“The Good Pope,” John’s spontaneous nature signified his preference for a more informal 

                                                           
6 “Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World: The Situation of Men in the Modern World,” The 

Documents of Vatican II, translations directed by Joseph Gallagher (New York: Herder and Herder, Association 

Press, 1966), 202. 
7 Jordan G. Teicher, “Why is Vatican II So Important?” National Public Radio, October 10, 2012, 

http://www.npr.org/2012/10/10/162573716/why-is-vatican-ii-so-important. 
8 Ibid. 

http://www.npr.org/2012/10/10/162573716/why-is-vatican-ii-so-important
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papal presence, an image in line with the ideals of Vatican II. Many did not, however, favor 

the council and the liberality it brought to the Church and after John’s death in 1963, the 

council’s progressive stance was in jeopardy. The ensuing election for his successor revealed 

a divisiveness in the conclave, with cardinals split between those in support of continuing the 

council’s progressive direction, and those in opposition.9 With the election of Paul VI later 

that year, it became clear that the voice of the liberal cardinals was stronger than that of the 

conservatives. It was this liberal pope who would not only continue in the progressive 

footsteps of his predecessor, but also would initiate a complete rebranding of the Church’s 

image. 

A central part of this rebranding was the disposal of the tiara, a symbolic act step that 

illustrated radical change occurring even in the highest office of the Catholic Church. Paul 

began his papacy with the traditional papal coronation, in which he was crowned with his 

tiara. The following year, on November 13th, 1964, the bishops of Vatican II gathered for the 

closing of its third session. The Council Secretary, Archbishop Pericle Felici, announced the 

pivotal moment in which the pontiff relinquished his crown: “The Roman Catholic Church 

has always shown its charity toward the poor…Pope Paul VI has wanted to give new proof of 

this charity.”10 Thus, in recognition of global poverty, the pope humbly renounced the crown, 

breaking with centuries of papal tradition. Paul decided to gift his crown to the United States, 

a country that had repeatedly offered financial support to the Vatican, including as one of the 

biggest sponsors of the Second Vatican Council.11 The crown was received by American 

Cardinal Francis Spellman, then archbishop of New York, in 1964, and had an estimated 

                                                           
9 Richard P. McBrien, Lives of the Popes (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2000), 376. 
10 Geraldine M. Rohling, “Coronation Tiara of Pope Paul VI,” Mary’s Shrine, Spring/Summer 2015. 
11 John W. O’Malley, What Happened at Vatican II (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010), 24. 
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value of $10,00012 to $80,00013 (in 1964 US dollars), equivalent to $80,000 to $640,000 

today. It was unveiled by Cardinal Spellman at the Commodore Hotel in New York before its 

subsequent exhibitions at the Vatican pavilion at the 1964/1965 New York World Fair, after 

which it embarked on a nationwide journey. It concluded its tour in 1968 at the Basilica of the 

National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception in Washington, D.C., where it remains today. 

As one New York Times reporter noted at the original unveiling of the tiara, many of 

the initial audience members “reverently touched” the crown.14 This observation makes clear 

that for the faithful who saw it, the tiara was not simply a material object, symbolic of the 

office of the pontiff, but was an extension of the pope himself. Not unlike the processional 

tiaras in Vasari’s fresco of Leo X, Paul VI’s tiara preceded his papal visit, establishing a 

physical connection between the pope and the tiara. This corporeal relationship between man 

and crown transformed the object into an ambassador of the bishop of Rome, and therefore 

functions as a tangible connection between the observer and the pope. Even at this moment of 

change, as the role of the modern Church was being reshaped by the Second Vatican Council, 

Catholics responded to the arrival of the crown in America with the same reverence as 

believers had in earlier centuries. While Paul VI viewed his tiara as a salable object and began 

to distance himself from its association with temporal power, its celebrated arrival in the 

United States indicated a continued public interest in its symbolism and power and an 

unwillingness to discard the tradition. 

The tiara wasn’t the only valuable papal object that Paul publicly discarded during this 

time. In 1965, a year after his tiara arrived in the United States, Paul became the first pope to 

                                                           
12 “Pontiff Gives U.S. His Jeweled Crown,” Chicago Tribune (Chicago, IL), December 1, 1964. 
13 George Dugan, “Spellman’s Surprise: Pope’s Tiara is Here,” The New York Times (New York, NY), 

December 1, 1964. 
14 Dugan, “Spellman’s Surprise”. 
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visit the country. In an address given to the United Nations in New York, the pontiff stressed 

the necessity for peace, supporting the organization's efforts to encourage coexistence and 

eliminate conflict between countries.15 He underscored this message with a donation of a 

papal jewelry set to the UN. The set consisted of an elaborate 18-karat gold, diamond and 

emerald pectoral cross and a platinum, diamond, and ruby ring (Figs. 9 and 10), which 

originally belonged to Pius XII (1876-1958).16 Paul “suggested that the cross and ring be used 

by the United Nations to contribute, in some measure, to the alleviation of human 

suffering.”17 U Thant, then Secretary-General of the United Nations, made the decision to put 

the objects up for sale at public auction at the Parke-Bernet Galleries in New York,18 with the 

proceeds contributing to the UN's charitable work.19 The jewels were initially purchased in 

1967 for $64,000 (approximately $477,000 in 2018 dollars),20 and the proceeds were indeed 

distributed throughout four UN agencies that focused on children, refugees, and world 

hunger.21 This action, steeped in political diplomacy, mirrors the earlier relinquishing of the 

tiara: in both cases, Paul disposed of objects that represented the papacy’s spiritual 

significance and temporal power. When doing so, he ensured that the proceeds would not 

cycle back into the Vatican, but instead would be used for charity. Additionally, both the tiara 

                                                           
15 Pope Paul VI, “Address of the Holy Father Paul VI to the United Nations Organization,” (speech, United 

Nations, New York, NY, October 4, 1965). https://w2.vatican.va/content/paul-

vi/en/speeches/1965/documents/hf_p-vi_spe_19651004_united-nations.html. 
16 Parke-Bernet Galleries New York, The Papal Cross and Ring, Auction Catalog, November 1, 1967. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Parke-Bernet is now Sotheby’s auction house. 
19 Anthony DeMarco, “Diamond Jewelry Owned by Pope Paul VI On Sale for $1.9 Million,” Forbes, March 19, 

2014, https://www.forbes.com/sites/anthonydemarco/2014/03/19/diamond-jewelry-owned-by-pope-paul-vi-on-

sale-for-1-9-million/#59e68b911c8b. 
20 Christy Choi, “Holy Sale: Pope Paul VI’s Jewelry Up for Auction on eBay,” Time Magazine, April 12, 2011, 

http://newsfeed.time.com/2011/04/12/holy-sale-pope-paul-vi%E2%80%99s-jewelry-up-for-auction-on-ebay/. 
21 According to the sale’s auction catalogue, the organizations are the United Nations Children’s Fund, Office of 

the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine 

Refugees in the Near East, and the Freedom from Hunger Campaign. 

https://w2.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/speeches/1965/documents/hf_p-vi_spe_19651004_united-nations.html
https://w2.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/speeches/1965/documents/hf_p-vi_spe_19651004_united-nations.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/anthonydemarco/2014/03/19/diamond-jewelry-owned-by-pope-paul-vi-on-sale-for-1-9-million/#59e68b911c8b
https://www.forbes.com/sites/anthonydemarco/2014/03/19/diamond-jewelry-owned-by-pope-paul-vi-on-sale-for-1-9-million/#59e68b911c8b
http://newsfeed.time.com/2011/04/12/holy-sale-pope-paul-vi%E2%80%99s-jewelry-up-for-auction-on-ebay/
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and the set of jewelry have remained in the United States since their initial sale. But, while the 

tiara is on permanent display in Washington, D.C. (and therefore encourages continuing 

donations to the Church), the cross and ring have changed hands multiple times and are still 

circulating on the art market.22 These instances suggest a lasting desire, at least among 

American Catholics, to hold on to these pieces of papal tradition and history. Paul’s highly 

publicized donation of these valuable objects to charity parallels the structural shifts spurred 

by Vatican II and reflects his awareness of the need for a new public image that matched the 

Church’s new organization. 

This isn’t to say that Paul was purely a progressive and revolutionary pontiff—there 

was indeed a limit to his liberalness. In the summer of 1968, the pope issued an encyclical that 

would color his papacy with divisive controversy. Entitled Humanae Vitae [On Human Life], 

the text reaffirmed traditional Catholic teachings on marriage, parenthood, and the 

condemnation of artificial birth control. This reaffirmation, riding on the coattails of Vatican 

II, shocked those Catholics who believed that Paul would continue the spirit of progressive 

liberalism begun by Vatican II. A Time Magazine article from November of the same year 

asserted that Paul was, theologically, not a progressive pope.23 The article quotes an unnamed 

official of the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith: “On matters of structure, 

Paul is willing to modernize. But not on matters of faith and morals.”24 This article ran as the 

cover story and featured Paul as the cover image (Fig. 11). In this illustration, the pontiff is 

shown in profile against a Byzantine golden mosaic background. The Vatican coat of arms, 

with the keys of St. Peter and the papal tiara, shatters above the pontiff’s head; the keys break 

                                                           
22 They are currently being offered for $1.9 million by New Orleans-based M.S. Rau Antiques. 
23 “Catholic Freedom v. Authority,” Time, November 22, 1968. 
24 Ibid. 
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on impact and the papal tiara lands pointedly on his skull. In the top right corner, a banner 

declares “Rebellion in the Catholic Church.,” making the implied drama of the illustration 

unambiguous. The composition captures the complexity of Paul’s pontificate and the pressure 

he was facing from both conservative and liberal Catholic populations. Paul walked a 

tightrope between tradition and progress, promoting the outer restructuring and rebranding of 

the Church while holding onto established beliefs. The discrepancy in this situation forced the 

pontiff to balance drastic ecclesiastical transformations, which implied an acknowledgement 

that the Church was at fault, with the authority of the Catholic Church, which rested on the 

dogma of papal infallibility. 

Despite his social conservatism, however, Paul remains one of the most revolutionary 

popes of the modern era. Beyond continuing the Second Vatican Council and encouraging the 

revolutionary changes it initiated, Paul introduced a new style of Catholic leadership. He 

earned the nickname the Pilgrim Pope by becoming the first reigning pontiff to travel to six 

continents, visiting countries like India, Columbia, Uganda, the United States, and the 

Philippines, where he survived an assassination attempt in 1970. The retired Cardinal 

Giovanni Battista Re, who worked alongside Pope Paul, describes the pontiff as “a great man 

of dialogue” for his ability to reach the modern world’s Catholics and non-Catholics.25 His 

1963 coronation—and his ensuing public renunciation of the tiara, emblem of temporal 

power—was the first visible indicator of this new, open dialogue: the ceremony was the first 

to be held entirely outside in St. Peter’s Square, as opposed to the traditional, more private 

                                                           
25 Cindy Wooden, “Paul VI was pope of firsts, a pope of dialogue, cardinal says,” Catholic News Service, 

October 17, 2014, http://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2014/paul-vi-was-pope-of-firsts-a-pope-

of-dialogue-cardinal-says.cfm. 

http://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2014/paul-vi-was-pope-of-firsts-a-pope-of-dialogue-cardinal-says.cfm
http://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2014/paul-vi-was-pope-of-firsts-a-pope-of-dialogue-cardinal-says.cfm
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location within the Basilica. Half a million faithful watched as a pope was crowned for the 

last time. 

No one, not even Paul himself, could have predicted that this would be the last use of 

the papal tiara. When he renounced his crown, the pope intended it to be a singular moment in 

which only his particular crown, and not the entire tiara tradition, was to be given up. In a 

1975 apostolic constitution, Paul VI explicitly stated that his successor was to be crowned.26 

Yet it was in fact his successor who was truly the first to see the tiara as unnecessary. Though 

he only reigned for 33 days, John Paul I’s decision to exclude the tiara from his papal 

inauguration was an autonomous act, suggesting that he felt the tiara was no longer relevant to 

the modern office. Later that same year, Pope John Paul II followed in his predecessor’s 

footsteps, also choosing an inauguration over the coronation. More than this, he officially 

replaced the coronation with a “solemn ceremony of the inauguration,”27 a ceremony lacking 

both the crown and its accompanying royal connotations. In his inaugural homily, John Paul 

II acknowledges the irrelevance of the tiara within the modern Church. He states: 

This is not the time to return to a ceremony and an object considered, wrongly, to be a 

symbol of the temporal power of the Popes. Our time calls us, urges us, obliges us to 

gaze on the Lord and immerse ourselves in humble and devout meditation on the 

mystery of the supreme power of Christ himself…The Second Vatican Council has 

reminded us of the mystery of this power and of the fact that Christ's mission as Priest, 

Prophet-Teacher and King continues in the Church. Everyone, the whole People of 

                                                           
26 Pope Paul VI, “Romano Pontifici Eligendo,” Apostolic Constitution, October 1, 1975. 

https://w2.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/la/apost_constitutions/documents/hf_p-vi_apc_19751001_romano-

pontifici-eligendo.html.  
27 Pope John Paul II, “Universi Dominici Gregis,” Apostolic Constitution, February 22, 1996. 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_constitutions/documents/hf_jp-ii_apc_22021996_universi-

dominici-gregis.html.  

https://w2.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/la/apost_constitutions/documents/hf_p-vi_apc_19751001_romano-pontifici-eligendo.html
https://w2.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/la/apost_constitutions/documents/hf_p-vi_apc_19751001_romano-pontifici-eligendo.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_constitutions/documents/hf_jp-ii_apc_22021996_universi-dominici-gregis.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_constitutions/documents/hf_jp-ii_apc_22021996_universi-dominici-gregis.html
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God, shares in this threefold mission. Perhaps in the past, the tiara, this triple crown, 

was placed on the Pope's head in order to express by that symbol the Lord's plan for 

his Church, namely that all the hierarchical order of Christ's Church, all "sacred 

power" exercised in the Church, is nothing other than service, service with a single 

purpose: to ensure that the whole People of God shares in this threefold mission of 

Christ and always remains under the power of the Lord; a power that has its source not 

in the powers of this world but in the mystery of the Cross and Resurrection.28 

By stressing spiritual service over temporal power, John Paul II makes clear that the mission 

of his papacy is to continue the legacy of Paul and Vatican II. He doesn’t attack the tiara 

itself, but does condemn its associations with earthly power, and reinterprets the crown as a 

symbol of service. He argues that the threefold mission of Christ, one of the interpretations of 

the symbolism of the tiara, deserves to be shared by all People of God. John Paul II implies, 

therefore, that at the heart of the tiara’s retirement from active use is the modern Church’s 

increased emphasis on collective and spiritual faith rather than hierarchal and temporal power. 

The exhibition of Paul’s tiara in the crypt of the Basilica of the National Shrine of the 

Immaculate Conception encapsulates all of these ideas of Vatican II, Catholic power, and 

charity. The tiara is mounted in a glass display case with brass edges and a peaked top, 

mounted on a red marble plinth (Fig. 12). The tiara is not the only object on display—an 

elaborately embroidered gold stole, originally worn by John XXIII for the opening of the 

Second Vatican Council on October 11, 1962, is draped around the crown (Fig. 13). The stole, 

like Paul’s tiara, has connections with Cardinal Spellman: the cardinal gifted it to John 

                                                           
28 Pope John Paul II, “Homily of His Holiness John Paul II for the Inauguration of his Pontificate,” October 22, 

1978. http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/homilies/1978/documents/hf_jp-ii_hom_19781022_inizio-

pontificato.html. 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/homilies/1978/documents/hf_jp-ii_hom_19781022_inizio-pontificato.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/homilies/1978/documents/hf_jp-ii_hom_19781022_inizio-pontificato.html
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himself, and when the pontiff was on his deathbed in 1963, he requested that it be given back 

to Spellman as a token of “esteem and affection” for American Catholics.29 The pairing of 

these two objects, crown and stole, together implies a unity between them, despite the fact 

that each was worn by a different pope. The conversation between the two objects is not only 

one of unity, but also one of beginning and end. The stole belongs to the birth of Vatican II, 

representing the council’s initiator and the opening of the council. The crown embodies the 

end of Vatican II, symbolizing not just its renunciation at the end of the council, but also all of 

the social and doctrinal changes that the council produced. Beneath these two symbolically 

potent objects is a small medal commemorating Paul’s visit to the United Nations in New 

York on October 4, 1965 (Fig. 14). The inclusion of this medal alongside the crown and stole 

perpetuates the spirit of charity and peace promoted by Paul during his United Nations 

address, a spirit that was strengthened by the reform of Vatican II. Charity is further stressed 

in this exhibition: to the left of the display case, the Basilica has placed a donation box, with a 

metal plaque that reads, “Pope Paul VI Tiara. Given as a sign of his concern for the poor of 

the world. All donations go to support: The Charities of Pope Francis.” Included alongside 

this inscription is a photo of Francis with a child. Each year, the Basilica donates the proceeds 

from this donation box to a currently relevant charity (in the past, for example, the charities of 

Mother Teresa were recipients, as were those of Benedict XVI). The donation box, paired 

with the tiara, allows the charitable legacy of Paul VI, his impetus for renouncing the crown, 

to continue forty years after the pope’s death. 

Though no longer worn, the image of the tiara can still be found in the Catholic world. 

It is featured on the coat of arms of Vatican City and remains on the city’s flag. But whereas 

                                                           
29 Rohling, Jubilee 2009, 204. 
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traditionally the tiara appeared on each pope’s individual coat of arms, Benedict XVI broke 

this convention by replacing the crown with the mitre, a more liturgical emblem, when he 

entered the papacy in 2005 (Figs. 15 & 16). Despite the disappearance of the tiara from papal 

ritual, popes since John Paul II have each continued to receive their own tiara.30 All were 

given as gifts, typically on behalf of Catholic populations of a certain country. The tiara of the 

German pope Benedict XVI, for example, was given to him on behalf of German Catholics in 

2011 (Fig. 17). More recently, in 2016, Pope Francis (r. 2013-present) received a tiara that 

was handmade by the nuns of the Rajcica monastery in Macedonia with pearls from Lake 

Ohrid (Fig. 18).31 Though these independently gifted crowns have never been worn and are 

not officially part of Vatican protocol, they indicate a desire among the Catholic faithful for 

the tiara to continue as a more tangible tradition. These instances suggest that the role of the 

tiara continues to be a cause of divisiveness: though it has been evicted from its ceremonial 

role as a sacred relic, carrying associations with outmoded temporal power, the crown retains 

its position as a symbol of sovereignty that represents the Holy See and surrounding Vatican 

city-state. 

Paul’s relinquishing of the papal tiara, though the most significant sign of a shift in 

papal self-representation, was part of a larger series of Catholic fashion developments. Its 

renunciation in 1964, mirroring the new post-Vatican II Church image, ushered in a new era 

of Catholic vestments. After his traditionally elaborate coronation, Paul began to dress more 

simply. This simple style, commonly referred to as the “Gothic” style, also characterized the 

papacy of John Paul II, and is favored by Pope Francis today. Typically, the all-white Gothic 

                                                           
30 John Paul I’s papacy, lasting only 33 days, was too brief for him to also receive a tiara. 
31 Andrea Tornielli, “A Tiara for Every Pope,” Vatican Insider, May 17, 2016, 

http://www.lastampa.it/2016/05/17/vaticaninsider/eng/the-vatican/a-tiara-for-every-pope-

Bg9Vy1OUVkUaFoT7KRhSLM/pagina.html.  

http://www.lastampa.it/2016/05/17/vaticaninsider/eng/the-vatican/a-tiara-for-every-pope-Bg9Vy1OUVkUaFoT7KRhSLM/pagina.html
http://www.lastampa.it/2016/05/17/vaticaninsider/eng/the-vatican/a-tiara-for-every-pope-Bg9Vy1OUVkUaFoT7KRhSLM/pagina.html


16 

 

 

   
 

style consists of a simple cassock, an attached pellegrina (a short cape-like garment), a fascia 

(a wide sash tied around the waist), and a zucchetto (the small, round skull cap). This 

uncomplicated choice of vestments, suggesting humility and honesty, is in sharp contrast to 

long-established Papal practice. The traditional “Roman” style, of which Benedict XVI was a 

fan, is far more luxurious. For many conservative Catholics, Benedict’s revival of the Roman 

style was a welcomed reprieve from chaste garments. A Chicago Tribune article from 2013 

(the year of Benedict’s resignation) mourned the retirement of the world’s “Best Dressed 

Pope.”32 Another article, published by the Los Angeles Times just before Benedict’s visit to 

the United States in 2008, boldly stated: “Asking if the pope will be dressed up is like asking 

whether the pope's Catholic.”33 This return to traditional splendor was short-lived, as Pope 

Francis’ modest inauguration five years later initiated a return to the unsumptuous Gothic 

style. Another Los Angeles Times article, written by the same columnist, summarized Francis’ 

inaugural ceremony, especially noting the semiotics of papal sartorial decisions: 

By choosing to wear simpler vestments, the new pope is not only disdaining pomp; he 

is signaling that he is comfortable with the liturgical style of post-Vatican II 

Catholicism. That is an ominous sign for “rad trads” – so-called radical traditionalist 

Catholics who delighted in the fact that Benedict pushed back against post-Vatican II 

developments such as simpler vestments, the use of vernacular and the practice of 

priests facing the congregation during Mass.34 

                                                           
32 Charlotte Allen, “Benedict XVI, the best-dressed pope,” Chicago Tribune (Chicago, IL), February 20, 2013, 

http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2013-02-20/site/ct-perspec-0220-fashion-20130220_1_benedict-xvi-joseph-

ratzinger-mozzetta.  
33 Michael McGough, “Dress Code,” The Los Angeles Times (Los Angeles, CA), April 6, 2008, 

http://articles.latimes.com/2008/apr/06/opinion/op-mcgough6.  
34 Michael McGough, “The Pope dresses down—and what it means,” The Los Angeles Times (Los Angeles, 

CA), March 19, 2013, http://articles.latimes.com/2013/mar/19/news/la-ol-pope-francis-vestments-20130319.  

http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2013-02-20/site/ct-perspec-0220-fashion-20130220_1_benedict-xvi-joseph-ratzinger-mozzetta
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2013-02-20/site/ct-perspec-0220-fashion-20130220_1_benedict-xvi-joseph-ratzinger-mozzetta
http://articles.latimes.com/2008/apr/06/opinion/op-mcgough6
http://articles.latimes.com/2013/mar/19/news/la-ol-pope-francis-vestments-20130319
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The author stresses the connection between contemporary papal fashion and Vatican II. From 

his inauguration, Francis made clear that, like Paul VI and John Paul II, he would continue the 

modest legacy, both visual and spiritual, of the Second Vatican Council. This decision is 

especially important considering Francis is the only pope since Vatican II who did not 

participate in the council. This article also marks the importance of Benedict’s Roman style to 

radical traditionalist Catholics (“rad trads”), who appear to associate the ornate style with 

conservative, pre-Vatican II ideologies. A dichotomy is thus established, pinning Gothic 

against Roman, liberal against conservative, pro-Vatican II and against. 

This shift in pre-council and post-council vestments is illustrated in the documents of 

Vatican II themselves. A chapter dedicated to “Sacred Art and Sacred Furnishings” discusses 

all visual aspects of the Catholic faith, including both fine art and ecclesiastical vestments: 

“The stress on ‘noble beauty rather than sumptuous display’ is particularly urgent, since too 

often recent Churches have striven for the monumental and pretentious, rather than an honest, 

functional style that fits the needs of God’s people at worship.”35 This “honest, functional 

style” characterizes the fashions of Popes Paul VI, John Paul II, and Francis. The 

“monumental and pretentious” style, on the other hand, seems not only to refer to the Roman 

style, but also the papal tiara. Because this document predates the renunciation of the tiara, it 

offers, whether intentionally or not, a doctrinal justification for the shedding of the crown 

tradition. 

 By continuing and even further emphasizing the asceticism of contemporary church 

vestments, Francis has strongly indicated that this new visual image, and its corresponding 

connotations of charity and goodwill, is a permanent change to Catholic tradition. This overall 

                                                           
35 “Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy: Sacred Art and Sacred Furnishings,” The Documents of Vatican II, 175. 
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new image of the Church as open, giving, and humbly pious is one of the many reasons cited 

for the recent canonization of Popes John XXIII and John Paul II. The 2014 ceremony 

stressed the pontiffs’ roles in perpetuating and strengthening this new image, crafted during 

Vatican II. In his homily for the canonization ceremony, Francis stated: 

In these two men, who looked upon the wounds of Christ and bore witness to his 

mercy, there dwelt a living hope and an indescribable and glorious joy…This hope 

and this joy were palpable in the earliest community of believers, in Jerusalem…It 

was a community which lived the heart of the Gospel, love and mercy, in simplicity 

and fraternity. This is also the image of the Church which the Second Vatican Council 

set before us. John XXIII and John Paul II cooperated with the Holy Spirit in renewing 

and updating the Church in keeping with her pristine features…In convening the 

Council, Saint John XXIII showed an exquisite openness to the Holy Spirit. He let 

himself be led and he was for the Church a pastor, a servant-leader, guided by the 

Holy Spirit. This was his great service to the Church; for this reason I like to think of 

him as the pope of openness to the Holy Spirit.36 

Francis cites the Second Vatican Council, its mission, and its leadership by John XXIII as a 

primary reason for the pope’s canonization (John Paul II was praised for his leadership as the 

“pope of the family,”37 an intimately pastoral title with similar Vatican II themes of spiritual 

guidance). These recent canonizations, and especially the dual canonization of John and John 

Paul II, are especially rare: only about thirty percent of all popes are saints, and only seven of 

                                                           
36 Pope Francis, “Homily of Pope Francis at Holy Mass and Rite of Canonization of Blesseds John XXIII and 

John Paul II,” April 27, 2014, http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2014/documents/papa-

francesco_20140427_omelia-canonizzazioni.html.  
37 Ibid. 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2014/documents/papa-francesco_20140427_omelia-canonizzazioni.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2014/documents/papa-francesco_20140427_omelia-canonizzazioni.html
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these popes (including John and John Paul II), have been made saints in the last 1,000 years.38 

In October 2018, Paul VI, with a similar progressive legacy tied to Vatican II, will become the 

eighth. This rapid canonization of these popes indicates not only that the Vatican considers 

this new style of Catholic leadership deserving of the reward of sainthood, but also that the 

contemporary Church views these popes’ actions as a precedent for future papacies. In other 

words, these canonizations are indicators that this attitude of humble piety and charity is to be 

aspired to in the future, and is a permanent mindset rather than a passing fad. These ideas can 

be applied to the papal tiara: if this new image of modesty has truly replaced the church’s 

traditional ornate self-presentation, what role will the crown have in the future? While nothing 

is certain, it appears that this new image leaves no room for such an object. 

Why does the image of the Catholic Church matter? More importantly, why was there 

a need to discard certain visual traditions as part of the total rebranding of the Church? Until 

Paul renounced the tiara on the altar of St. Peter’s Basilica, the crown was just another 

Catholic tradition, part of the faith for over one thousand years. But, even though Paul did not 

intend to end the tradition, his somber and dramatic gesture in the name of charity drew a 

global limelight to the crown that made it difficult to see it as anything other than outdated. 

Everything in this historic moment—the Second Vatican Council, post-World War II social 

change, an increasing global awareness both inside and outside the Vatican—indicated that 

the Church’s past glory, a legacy of ornate adornment and impenetrable hierarchal power, was 

inappropriate and ill-fitting for the modern era. The tiara was an early casualty in this battle 

against the centuries-old Catholic image, and undoubtedly one of the most significant. To 

                                                           
38 Michael Lipka, Tim Townsend, “Papal Saints: Once a Given, Now Extremely Rare,” Pew Research Center, 

April 24, 2014, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/04/24/papal-saints-once-a-given-now-extremely-

rare/.  

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/04/24/papal-saints-once-a-given-now-extremely-rare/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/04/24/papal-saints-once-a-given-now-extremely-rare/
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dispose of a crown, a highly recognizable symbol of power for any global ruler, is both a 

powerful and a humble gesture. Paul’s discarding of the tiara opened the doors for new, more 

critical, and more self-aware interpretations of the crown. John Paul I, despite his brief month-

long papacy, immediately showed an understanding of the tiara as potentially problematic, if 

not tainted with connotations of the old, closed-off Church. Therefore, his controversial 

decision to eschew it altogether showed an increased awareness of the crown, whether 

customary or not, as passé. John Paul II’s decision to formally make the tiara optional 

justified his predecessor’s actions, and also matched the pontiff’s own modest fashion. Even 

Benedict, with his opulent tastes, didn’t revive the tradition. It is as if the tiara truly is 

contaminated with negative ideas of outmoded conservativism, and to revive its active use 

would be more than a stylistic decision: it would appear to ignore and negate all acts of 

charity, social progress, and humility that characterized the post-Vatican II period of Church 

reform, therefore alienating those who benefitted from these acts. In other words, bringing 

back the tiara tradition would be in poor taste, suggesting that the Church is willing to 

prioritize its concern with material wealth and image over its newer legacy of goodwill. 

While the image is still embedded in the Catholic visual canon, it is only used as a 

symbolic image in coats of arms and the city flag, rarely making the leap back into physical 

form. And, when the tiara is brought back as a physical object, it is only as an occasional gift 

to a reigning pope, a beautiful object that is appreciated yet unworn. It is clear, however, that 

many Catholics want the tiara to be restored—blog posts and online videos contain many 

comments lamenting the loss of the tradition. Even more fascinating are the number of photo-

shopped images of modern popes wearing imagined papal tiaras (Figs. 19 and 20). Benedict, 

in particular, is a popular choice for these photo-shopped crowns. For many, the tiara 
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represents a way to express continuity, connecting the contemporary Catholic faith with its 

long and legendary history. All of this suggests that to label the tiara as simply pretentious and 

conservative is superficial, ignoring the sentimental and symbolic qualities of the tradition. 

While conservativism and “radical traditionalism” are certainly values tied to the crown, there 

are many faithful who simply want to connect their present religious experience with the past, 

who want to see their faith powerfully articulated in the same manner as their ancestors did. 

This connection between crown and conservativism is dramatized in The Young Pope. 

The storyline is introduced in the very first episode, in which Pius XIII orders: “The Vatican 

must immediately buy back the papal tiara from the basilica in Washington, D.C., which my 

predecessors, who favored sobriety over tradition, prudently let go.”39 Even in this statement, 

however, the value of the tiara is connected to tradition, which happens to also be connected 

to the fictional pope’s extreme conservatism and pre-Vatican II tendencies. His insistence on 

owning Paul’s crown, rather than any of the other tiaras that never left Vatican ownership, 

mirrors his desire to reclaim and reestablish a lost Catholic tradition. This storyline, although 

fictional, positions the tiara not just as an object and a tradition, but more importantly, as a 

barometer by which to measure changing Catholic perspectives. Today, Paul’s crown still 

embodies conflict: it represents the outdated, pre-modern Church, yet its continued prominent 

display in the nation’s capital suggests a nostalgia for old Catholic tradition. Wherever it 

appears, whether it be on the head of a pope, on display in the United States, as a diplomatic 

gift, or on a coat of arms, the tiara is an indicator through which to read and understand the 

contemporary Church’s religious and social concerns. 

 

                                                           
39 The Young Pope, Episode 1, directed by Paolo Sorrentino (2016; HBO). 
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Figure 1: 

The fictional Pius XIII (Jude Law) in The Young 

Pope, 2016. HBO. 

 
Figure 2: 

Pope Paul VI wearing his papal tiara during his 

coronation ceremony, June 30, 1963. 

 

 
Figure 3: 

Fresco of Pope Innocent III, early 13th century. Sacro 

Speco, Subiaco, Italy. 

 
Figure 4: 

Giorgio Vasari, The Triumphant Entry of Leo X into 

Florence, 1515, ca. 1556-61. Fresco in the Sala di 

Leone X, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence, Italy. 
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Figure 5: 

Saint Peter as Pope, French, third quarter of 14th 

century. Limestone, intrasparite, with traces of 

polychromy. Museum of Fine Arts Boston, Boston, 

MA. 

 
Figure 6: 

Simon Bening, Scenes from the Creation, Flemish, ca. 

1525-1530. Tempera colors, gold paint, and gold leaf 

on parchment. J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, 

CA. 

 

 
Figure 7: 

Papal tiara of Pope Paul VI, 1963. Basilica of the 

National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception, 

Washington, D.C. 

 
Figure 8: 

Silk lappets on the papal tiara of Pope Paul VI, 1963. 

Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate 

Conception, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 9: 

Papal pectoral cross, ca. 1876-1958. 18-karat gold, 

diamonds, and emeralds. 

 

 
Figure 10: 

Papal ring, ca. 1876-1958. Platinum, diamonds, and 

rubies. 

 
Figure 11: 

Pope Paul VI on the cover of Time Magazine, 

November 22, 1968. 

 
Figure 12: 

The papal tiara of Pope Paul VI, 1963. Displayed with 

stole of John XXIII and commemorative medal. 

Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate 

Conception, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 13: 

Stole of Pope John XXIII, early 1960s. Basilica of the 

National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception, 

Washington, D.C. 

 
Figure 14: 

Medal commemorating Pope Paul VI’s visit to the 

United Nations, 1965. Basilica of the National Shrine 

of the Immaculate Conception, Washington, D.C. 

 

 
Figure 15:  

Coat of arms of John Paul II (1978-2005). 

 

 
Figure 16: 

Coat of arms of Benedict XVI (2005-2013). 
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Figure 17: 

Pope Benedict XVI receiving his papal tiara, 2011.  

 
Figure 18: 

Pope Francis receiving his papal tiara, 2016. 

 

 
Figure 19: 

A photoshopped image of Pope Benedict XVI 

wearing his papal tiara. 

 
Figure 20:  

A photoshopped image of Pope Francis wearing a 

papal tiara. 

 

 


