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 The Dark Age 
This abominable priest soiled the chair of St. 

Peter for nine entire years and deserved 
to be called the most wicked of popes.

Louis Marie DeCormenin on John XII, 1857

tHE SIXTY-YEAR PERIOD BETWEEN 
the reign of Pope Sergius III and the death 
of John XII in 964 is known today as the 
Saeculum obscurum (Dark Age), but 
arguably, things didn’t get much better 
within the Roman Church for at least 
another hundred-odd years or so.
   Alberic II, Marozia’s son by Alberic, was 
in effective control of the papacy during 
most of this undeniably dark period. 
   In 935, having become bored with John 
XI, Alberic had him poisoned in order to 
replace him with another puppet pope, 
Leo VII. Only a scant three years later, Leo 
himself died, rumored to have suffered a 
heart attack in the act of sex.

                                                    Pope John XII

   Leo’s successor, Stephen VIII, refused to 
be Alberic’s lackey, however, and after an 
unsuccessful assassination attempt in 942, 
Alberic cracked down on dissent,  jailing or 

beheading many of his enemies, real or 
suspected. Stephen was imprisoned and 
tortured in the aftermath of this purge, so 
maimed and disfigured that he was unable 
to appear in public. He died of his wounds 
later that year, and was succeeded first by 
Marinus I and later by Agapetus II, both of 
whom died under suspicious circumstances.
   In 954—sensing his own approaching 
appointment with St. Peter at the Pearly 
Gates—Alberic forced Agapetus and the 
Roman nobility to swear they would elect 
his bastard son Octavian as the next pope. 
Both Alberic and Agapetus died months 
later, and true to their word, the nobles 
installed Octavian as Pope John XII.



A mistake of truly biblical proportions.
   John XII was at most 18 years old, but 
average life expectancy during this period 
was about 30—with life prior to the late 
teens perilous due to disease, injuries, and 
outright murder—so John’s tender age was 
hardly an excuse for the appalling behavior 
which marked his nearly decade-long reign.
   Less attracted to religion than to the usual 
occupations of youth, John’s official palace 
swiftly came to resemble a brothel. To 
protect himself against his many enemies, 
he formed an alliance in 962 with King Otto 
of Germany, crowning him Holy Roman 
Emperor and agreeing that henceforth popes 
would pledge themselves to the emperor.
   But no sooner did Otto leave Rome than 
John began to have second thoughts about 
granting him so much power, and he hastily 
sent envoys to arrange a second alliance 
with the Byzantine emperor as an insurance 

policy. Otto captured them enroute, however, 
and gathering his army, he besieged Rome, 
causing John to flee with the papal treasury.
   Otto called a synod, which summoned 
John to defend himself against a litany of 
charges, including adultery, rape, incest, 
murder, arson, theft, simony, sacrilege, 
blasphemy, gambling, invoking demons, 
toasting the devil, and—last but not least—
appointing a horse as a Roman senator. 
Not surprisingly, John refused to appear, 
instead excommunicating in absentia Otto 
and anyone else attending the synod.
   The synod proceeded to depose John and 
replace him with Otto’s preferred nominee, 
Leo VIII. (A layperson, Leo had a busy 
schedule preparing himself for the role: first 
being ordained as an ostiarius—or doorman
—then a lector, acolyte, subdeacon, deacon 
and priest, before being consecrated as a 
bishop and finally, two days later, as pope.) 

   Undeterred, John attempted to bribe the 
Roman nobility into overthrowing Otto and 
murdering Leo. The plot failed, but as soon 
as Otto again left Rome, John recruited an 
army of mercenaries and recaptured the city, 
cutting off the hands, ears, and noses of his 
foes and running Leo out of town.
   Somewhat belatedly, Otto decided that he 
needed to deal with John once and for all, 
and set out once again for Rome. But this 
time he arrived too late. By this time, monks 
had ceased praying for John’s health and 
were instead praying for him to die, and 
miraculously, their pleas were answered. 
(Accounts differ as to the exact cause of 
John’s demise: He either died in the act of 
sex with a woman named Steffaneta, or 
after being strangled and thrown from a 
window by her jealous husband.)
   After a violent struggle between factions, 
Benedict V was chosen as John’s successor, 
but once again besieging the city, Otto freed 
Leo from prison and reinstalled him as pope.    
   Brought before a synod to repent—and no 
doubt hoping to have his life spared—
Benedict threw himself at Leo’s feet, begging 
forgiveness. The charitable Leo proceeded 
to rip Benedict’s papal vestments from his 
back and break his pastoral staff over his 
head. (Ironically, Benedict outlived the hot 
tempered Leo, who died of a stroke within a 
year. Fatally injured, however, the exiled 
pope followed him not long after.)
   For many years, Leo was considered to be 
an antipope, but since Benedict acquiesced 
to his own deposition, Leo must have been a 
legitimate pope, at least in the brief period 
following their unseemly power struggle. 
   As it so often does, the Church now covers 
both sides of the bet, labelling Leo an anti-
pope during his brief first appearance and a 
legitimate pope in his return engagement. ◾


