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Prologue - On a Matter That Refuses to Begin Properly
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At the papal court in Orvieto Thomas Aquinas served as consultant theologian to Pope Urban IV.  While the two may have shared many common opinions on theology, disputes were known to have  arisen on less spiritual issues.  Among these were food, drink, the possible sinfulness of door-to-door sales and betting systems for horse racing.

Whether the incident which generated this narrative actually occurred is open to question. Some authorities insist that it did. Others insist it could not have. A third group maintains that even if it did occur, it would not have sounded like that, and certainly not involved involtini. No menus survive. The witnesses are unreliable. The Pope is dead. Aquinas, notoriously, remains equivocal.

And yet the moment persists.

It persists not because it is important, but because it will not go away. It reappears in footnotes, in lectures, in jokes told badly at conferences, in marginalia written long after the margins should have closed. It lacks oxilifaction - proof, clarification, closure - but it possesses something more durable: recurrence. The story survives precisely because it resists being settled.

This book begins there, not because the anecdote deserves attention, but because it demands it. Trivial as it is, it demonstrates a peculiar phenomenon: the ability of certain moments to stretch beyond their own proportions, to acquire weight, texture, and institutional momentum far exceeding their content. Such moments are not resolved by dismissal. They are not erased by authority. Fat men in red hats may wave them away; thin men in white hats may ignore them altogether. The effect is the same. The moment remains.

What we encounter here is not merely delay, nor simple duration, but something more obstinate: interminableness.

Interminableness is often mistaken for slowness, or indecision, or inefficiency. In fact, it is something else entirely. It is the condition in which processes continue regardless of time, evidence, or intention. It is what happens when an event refuses to conclude, when explanation produces more explanation, when resolution generates new procedures rather than endings. It is not confined to perception, though it is felt keenly there. It is not limited to history, though history provides excellent breeding grounds. It emerges wherever systems value care, inclusion, or rigor - and then discover that such values are incompatible with stopping.

Philosophers have circled this territory for centuries. Zeno showed that motion itself dissolves under scrutiny, that arrival can be postponed indefinitely by logic alone. The metaphysicians pursued infinity, eternity, the unchanging ground beneath change. Physicists complicated matters further, revealing time as elastic, observer-dependent, strangely reluctant to behave. Psychologists, for their part, demonstrated that time stretches when one waits and collapses when one forgets oneself. Sociopolitical systems added their own contributions: conflicts that persist because peace requires too much paperwork, injustices that survive every attempt to correct them, bureaucracies that renew themselves more efficiently than they conclude anything at all.

Language assists generously. Words like ongoing, under review, and process-based do not merely describe delay; they produce it. Narratives amplify the effect. Stories retold slightly differently cannot be concluded without argument. Technology perfects it. Feeds refresh. Updates replace outcomes. Speed increases, endings recede.

None of this requires malice. Interminableness is not a conspiracy. It is a by-product. It arises wherever attention is sustained without finality, wherever explanation is preferred to conclusion, wherever systems are designed to manage complexity rather than eliminate it.

The alleged shout at Aquinas, therefore, is not the subject of this book so much as its smallest possible example. A hand reaches for a dish. The dish does not arrive. The distance halves endlessly. Committees form. Footnotes multiply. Time behaves badly. Eventually, everyone forgets why the waiting mattered in the first place.

This is a necessary investigation not because it will resolve anything, but because it will not. What follows is not an argument for efficiency, nor a plea for endings. It is an account of what happens when things do not finish - how they expand, how they recruit language and institutions and technologies, how they shape those who attend to them.

The involtini, for now, remains where it is.

Whether it ever arrives is a secondary matter.

What matters is everything that happens while it does not.
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Chapter 1 - The Involtini Incident
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At a formal dinner in Orvieto - though whether it was formal, whether it was in Orvieto, and whether it was a dinner at all are matters that will require careful handling - Pope Urban IV is alleged to have shouted at Thomas Aquinas: “Hey fatso - pass the involtini - and make it snappy!” (Heus pinguis - trade involtinos - et fac illud acre!)

This sentence, in one form or another, is the reason for everything that follows. It is also, almost certainly, the reason that none of what follows will end.

I should say at once that the sentence may never have been spoken. It may never even have been imagined until long after both speaker and recipient were safely dead and unable to protest. The language is suspiciously modern. The tone is wrong. The dish itself presents difficulties. And yet the sentence persists. It circulates. It is repeated. It appears in lectures, essays, marginal jokes, and once - most alarmingly - in a grant application.

It is tempting to treat the matter lightly. Many have done so. The contrast is irresistible: papal authority reduced to domestic impatience; scholastic gravity interrupted by rolled meat. The laughter is easy. The anecdote does its work efficiently and asks for nothing in return.

Except that it does ask for something in return. It asks to be repeated.

The first time I encountered the incident, I did not recognise this. It appeared in a footnote to a footnote, appended to an otherwise sober discussion of medieval pedagogy. The author introduced it with a phrase of careful irresponsibility - it has been said - and moved on. I smiled. I underlined. I forgot about it.

This is how the incident prefers to enter: lightly, sideways, without commitment.

The second time, it appeared in a lecture. The lecturer paused, smiled in a practiced way, and allowed the sentence to do what it does best. There was laughter. The moment passed. The lecture continued, apparently unharmed. Again, I thought nothing of it.

The third time, I began to notice the pause.

Not the pause before the laughter, but the pause after it. The faint hesitation, as though something had been opened that had not quite closed again. A student asked whether the remark was attested. The lecturer said it was “probably apocryphal,” which satisfied no one and everyone at once.

It was only later - much later - that I understood this as the beginning of a pattern.

The incident, such as it is, resists resolution not by force but by modesty. It does not insist on belief. It merely declines to disappear. You can dismiss it, but it will remain. You can laugh at it, but it will wait. You can footnote it into oblivion, but it will surface elsewhere, unchanged.

This quality - the refusal to end - is what ultimately brought it to my attention in a more formal capacity.

I am not, by training, a medieval historian. I am not a theologian. I have never cooked involtini, nor, to my knowledge, been in the presence of a Pope while such a process was underway.  My background is in what might loosely be described as narrative persistence: the study of how small, unverifiable claims survive disproportionate attention within institutional systems.

It was in this capacity that the file arrived.

The file was thin. Too thin. It consisted of a manila folder bearing the handwritten label Urban IV / Aquinas (Involtini). Inside were photocopies of articles, excerpts from books, a handful of emails, and a memorandum stamped For Review. There was no covering letter. No explanation. Merely the assumption that I would understand why it had been given to me.

I did not, at first.

The memorandum was brief. It explained that the anecdote had begun to appear with increasing frequency in scholarly and semi-scholarly contexts, often without attribution and sometimes with embellishment. There had been complaints - not serious ones, but persistent ones. Concerns about tone. About accuracy. About the creeping normalisation of something that no one could quite justify.

The proposed solution was modest: determine whether the incident could be substantiated, and if not, recommend appropriate language for its retirement.

The word retirement was used. This struck me as optimistic.

I accepted the assignment without hesitation. I assumed - incorrectly - that it would be quick.

Before proceeding further, however, it is necessary to say something about the dinner itself.

The dinner, according to the most commonly cited versions, took place sometime in the early 1260s. The location is usually given as the papal court at Orvieto although one source hedges by describing it as “a temporary residence of the papal household.” Aquinas is present. Urban IV is present. Others appear inconsistently: cardinals, clerics, unnamed attendants. One version mentions “a young man carrying bread,” who never appears again.

The menu is speculative. Meat, certainly. Wine, inevitably. Bread, almost beyond question. The involtini, however, is problematic.

The term itself is Italian and anachronistic. Scholars who take the matter seriously - and there are more than one might expect - have proposed various solutions. Some argue that the dish was not involtini as such, but a rolled meat preparation that later acquired the name. Others suggest that the term is metaphorical, a shorthand for something folded or delayed. A minority insists that the dish may have been vegetarian, which raises further difficulties.

I mention these debates not because they are persuasive, but because they exist.

And once something exists in this way - once it has generated positions, responses, counter-responses - it becomes difficult to persuade it to stop.

The utterance itself presents similar problems. The tone is too casual. The imperative too sharp. The phrase make it snappy is particularly suspect. Some versions omit it. Others replace it with a sigh, a gesture, or a papal clearing of the throat. In one account, Urban IV merely raises an eyebrow, which Aquinas interprets incorrectly, leading to later confusion.

What is striking is not the variation, but the confidence with which each version is presented.

The incident, in other words, behaves like something that happened.

This, I would later realise, is not the same as something that did happen.

At the time, however, I approached the matter conventionally. I consulted primary sources. I reviewed chronicles. I examined letters. I looked for any mention, however oblique, of a dinner at which Aquinas was rebuked for inattentiveness.

There was none.

This should have ended the matter.

Instead, it complicated it.

The absence of evidence did not weaken the anecdote; it strengthened it. Each failed attempt at verification generated a new explanation for why verification had failed. The dinner was informal. The remark was unremarkable. Chroniclers were focused on more important matters. Food was beneath notice.

The anecdote slipped through the cracks of history, and in doing so acquired a peculiar authority.

It was around this time that I noticed a change in my own language. In my notes, I began to refer to the incident not as the alleged remark, but as the remark. This was not deliberate. It was simply more efficient.

Efficiency, I would later learn, is not neutral.

I attempted to draft a preliminary report. The report was intended to be brief. It would note the lack of primary evidence, the anachronistic language, and the likelihood that the anecdote was a later invention. It would recommend caution and suggest that the incident be treated as apocryphal.

The first sentence began with Although.

Although the anecdote is widely cited, no contemporary source confirms it.

I paused. The sentence felt unfinished.

I tried again.

Although no contemporary source confirms the anecdote, its persistence suggests - 

I stopped.

Persistence was not evidence. But it was not nothing either.

The sentence remained incomplete.

I deleted the draft.

At this point, the inquiries began.

They arrived by email, politely phrased, often apologetic. Was the investigation underway? Would guidance be forthcoming? In the meantime, was it acceptable to continue using the anecdote in an illustrative capacity?

The phrase illustrative capacity appeared repeatedly.

I replied cautiously. I said that the matter was under review and that discretion was advised. I did not prohibit anything. I did not endorse anything. I believed this to be sensible.

In retrospect, it was an error.

Discretion, it turns out, creates space.

Within weeks, references multiplied. The anecdote appeared in contexts that had little to do with medieval theology: discussions of authority, examples of humanising humour, even a paper on pedagogical interruptions. Each use was light. Each was justified. Together, they formed a pattern.

It became clear that the incident was no longer merely an anecdote. It was a tool.

And tools, once adopted, are rarely surrendered voluntarily.

The matter escalated when a formal complaint was lodged. The complaint was not hostile. It was, in fact, deeply reasonable. The complainant wished to know whether the anecdote was true, and if not, why it continued to be used as though it were.

This question could not be answered easily.

A meeting was proposed. Then another. Eventually, a committee was formed.

I will describe that committee in due course. For now, it is enough to say that its formation marked a shift. The incident was no longer an amusing footnote. It was a matter requiring governance.

Before the committee met for the first time, I attempted one final act of containment. I wrote to several colleagues, informally, asking whether they were aware of any definitive treatment of the anecdote. The responses were revealing.

One replied that it was “probably untrue, but useful.” Another said that it was “symbolically accurate.” A third confessed that they had always assumed it was fictional, but had never felt the need to say so.

No one expressed surprise at its existence.

This, more than anything, unsettled me.

It suggested that the incident was operating at a level below belief. It was not believed or disbelieved. It was simply there.

At the first formal meeting - held in a room whose furniture appeared designed to discourage resolution - I was asked to summarise the issue. I did so carefully. I emphasised uncertainty. I stressed proportionality. I suggested that the matter could be resolved quickly.

There was polite agreement.

Then someone asked a question.

“If the incident did not occur,” they said, “why has it lasted this long?”

The question was not rhetorical.

I replied that many false things persist. That human beings enjoy stories. That humour travels easily. That authority is often softened by domestic detail.

This was accepted.

Then someone asked another question.

“And if it did occur,” they said, “what would that tell us?”

This was more difficult.

The discussion that followed did not resolve the matter. It expanded it. Possibilities multiplied. Interpretations emerged. The anecdote was reframed as a lens, a case study, a microcosm.

By the end of the meeting, it was clear that we were no longer investigating whether a Pope had shouted about rolled meat.

We were investigating why we cared.

It was during this meeting that I first met Mr Apostolopoulopoulopoulos though at the time he did not introduce himself. He sat slightly apart from the others, notebook open, writing steadily. Occasionally, he looked up to clarify a phrase. He never expressed an opinion.

At the end of the meeting, he handed me a copy of the minutes. They were already typed.

The minutes were longer than the meeting.

They captured not only what had been said, but what had been implied, suggested, and tentatively agreed upon. Hesitations were smoothed. Objections were reframed as contributions. The narrative was orderly.

It was persuasive.

I did not yet understand the significance of this.

That evening, at home, I attempted to explain the matter to a friend. I described the anecdote. I admitted that it was probably untrue. I tried to explain why it mattered anyway.

My explanation wandered.

Eventually, my friend interrupted me.

“So did he say it or not?” they asked.

“I don’t know,” I replied.

“Well,” they said, “it sounds like something someone would say.”

This, I realised later, was the most dangerous sentence of all.

That night, as I prepared dinner, I found myself waiting for something to be passed. When it did not arrive, I did not ask for it. I waited longer than necessary, half-expecting a voice to break the silence.

Nothing happened.

The food was fine.

And yet, as I sat there, I could not shake the sense that something small and unresolved had lodged itself in my attention. Something trivial. Something persistent.

Something that, whether or not it had ever occurred, was no longer finished.

And perhaps never had been.
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Chapter 2 - On Events That Will Not Finish
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There are events that occur, are recorded, and conclude. They have a beginning, a middle, and an end. They generate consequences, which taper off. Eventually they become settled. Dates attach to them. They lie flat in history.

There are other events - smaller, less dignified - that behave differently. They do not conclude. They linger. They attach themselves to footnotes, asides, jokes, illustrations. They reappear without invitation. They are never quite central enough to be resolved, and never quite peripheral enough to be ignored.

The involtini incident belongs to this second category.

At first, I attempted to treat it as an anomaly. A curiosity. A case of scholarly whimsy that had been indulged once too often. But the more closely I examined it, the clearer it became that the incident was not unusual at all. It was exemplary.

It was one of many such things.

Once this possibility presented itself, I began to notice similar phenomena everywhere. Small historical moments - often unverifiable, occasionally trivial - that had outlived their original context and acquired a peculiar durability.

A philosopher’s offhand remark, reported decades later by a student whose notes were reconstructed from memory. A general’s alleged last words, contradicted by all known witnesses but repeated anyway. A monarch’s supposed fondness for a particular pastry, cited so frequently that it had begun to appear in textbooks.

None of these things mattered. And yet they persisted.

This persistence, I realised, was not accidental. It followed a pattern.

The first
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