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 The Godfathers 
The Roman Church has never erred, and 

according to the Scripture, never shall err.  
Antipope Boniface VII 

tHE POWERFUL CRESCENZI FAMILY 
ruled Rome and the papacy for most of the 
four decades following the Saeculum 
obscurum (Dark Age), even installing one 
of their own, John XIII, as pope five months 
after the death of Leo VIII in 965.
   Born John Crescentius, John XIII was the 
brother of a Roman noble of the same name
—the elder of the family—as well as being a 
distant relative of the infamous Marozia.   
   After only a few months in office, John 
was attacked, imprisoned and exiled in a 
coup staged by the Roman militia, but the 
John’s ally, Holy Roman Emperor Otto I, 
marched on Rome and had him reinstated, 
hanging a dozen of the principal plotters. 
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   Back on the throne of St. Peter, John XIII 
ordered another conspirator—the prefect of 
Rome (ironically, a man named Peter)—
paraded naked through the streets on a 
donkey, to the great delight of the Roman 
rabble. Grateful for Otto’s intervention, 
John crowned his 12 year old son, Otto II, 
as co-emperor on Christmas Day in 967.
   The last pope handpicked by the elder 
Otto, Benedict VI, began his reign in 973. 
But as soon as word of the emperor’s death 
reached Rome a few months later, the elder 
Crescentius fomented a revolt. A cardinal 
named Franco was elected pope—taking the 
name Boniface VII—and shortly afterward, 
Benedict was found murdered in his cell. 
   Preoccupied in Germany, Otto II sent an 
envoy to Rome to take possession of the city.  
With allies of the Crescentius family fan-
ning the flames, riots and chaos broke out. 



After only a month in office, Boniface was 
forced to flee to Constantinople, taking 
along with him most of the Vatican treasury. 
(His choice of destination suggests he may 
have had the support of the Byzantine 
emperors, rivals of Otto during this period.)   
   Boniface was replaced by Benedict VII, 
who ruled for a relatively peaceful 9 years. 
When Benedict died in 983, Otto II installed 
another German, John XIV, but no sooner 
was John in office than Otto died in his 
mother's arms, and the empress hastily 
returned to Germany to defend the claim of 
three year old Otto III to his father's crown.   
   Upon hearing that John no longer enjoyed 
the protection of Otto, Boniface hastened 
back to Rome, imprisoning him and poison-
ing or starving him to death (maybe both). 
But the fickle Romans soon turned against 
Boniface as well, and a mob attacked and 
murdered him in 985. His naked body was 
dragged through the streets and dumped in 
front of the Lateran Palace, where a joyous 
congregation trampled it and stabbed it with 
spears. (Perhaps bowing just this once to 
popular demand, The Church now considers 
Boniface VII to be an antipope.)
   The Crescenzis then elected John XV, who 
ruled for a decade before dying of fever. 
Returning to Rome, Otto III installed his 
cousin Bruno as Pope Gregory V, and Bruno 
immediately returned the favor by crowning 
Otto III—now a respectable 16 years of age
—as Holy Roman Emperor.
   As soon as Otto returned to Germany, the 
Crescenzis deposed Gregory and put the 
papacy up for sale. It was ultimately  
purchased by a wealthy Greek who took the 
name John XVI, but John was excommuni-
cated months later by a synod meeting at 
Pavia, the imperial capital in Italy.

   Otto III had finally had enough of all this 
chicanery and assembled an army to march 
on Rome. John XVI was captured while 
escaping, blinded, mutilated, and after being 
paraded around Rome on the usual donkey, 
was thrown into a German monastery to die.
(Remarkably, he managed to live sans nose, 
ears, and tongue for several more years.) 
The reigning Crescenzi, Crescentius II, 
endured similar treatment before being 
hanged in the Castel Sant’Angelo. 
   Otto reinstated Gregory, moving his 
imperial headquarters to Rome to forestall 
any further uprisings. When Gregory died in 
999, he installed Sylvester II, the first 
French pope. Unfortunately, Sylvester— a 
noted scientist and mathematician— 
promoted use of the Arab system of 
numbers, including zero, for which the 
superstitious Romans (especially wary of 
the devil at the turn of the millennium) 
suspected him of sorcery. Angry as well at 
Otto’s interference, they organized a mob 
and ran Sylvester out of town in 1001.
   Otto led two expeditions in 1002 in an 
effort to regain control of Rome, before 
dying on a third and final attempt. Bereft of 

Otto’s protection, Sylvester died the follow-
ing year, probably assisted by the Crescenzis.   
   The Crescenzi family installed three more 
popes, with the final one, Sergius IV, dying 
in 1012 within a week of his patron, 
Crescentius III. The timing was probably not 
coincidental, with Sergius likely murdered 
by his successor, Benedict VIII—the great 
grandson of Marozia, still influencing the 
papacy long after her death in prison. 
   Following the death of Sergius, the power 
and prestige of the Crescenzis waned, as 
evidenced by their support of two later popes 
subsequently demoted to antipope status. ◾


