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Incorruptibility in an important topic in the major Christian denominations. If a body or its parts do not 
undergo the normal process of decay, it is sometimes considered a sign of sanctity, attributed to divine 
intervention. Even though body preservation and incorruptibility are seen as distinct, bodily remains of 
saints are objects of veneration. 

Historically, many of the bodies of deceased Roman popes were artificially preserved, buried in 
conditions enhancing the probability of natural preservation, or both. These circumstances have created 
a number of bodily relics of popes, subsequently canonized as saints, even without claims for incorrup-
tibility.

The present report summarizes some of the recorded methods used for preservation of the bodies 
of the Roman popes.
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Introduction

In the past, the lack of decay of a dead body has often been seen as miraculous. Finding 
a body which defies the natural course of decomposition was unexplainable and was 
attributed to a divine intervention. Some individuals were canonized as saints mainly 
because their body were found in a more or less preserved state, and were called Incor-
ruptible [8].

The importance of relics was explained by Thomas Aquinas in his Summa Theo-
logica: “In memory of [the saints], we ought to honor any relics in a fitting manner, 
principally their bodies, which were temples of the Holy Spirit dwelling and operating 
in them, and destined to be likened to the body of Christ by the glory of the Resurrec-
tion” [1]. The saints are viewed as intermediaries between this world and God, being 
liminal beings. They dwell both in this life as well in the afterlife, and are present in 
their physical bodies trough the Holy Spirit, as St. John Damascene says, “For death is 
rather the sleep of the saints than their death” [6].
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