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Beauty and the Beasts 
  Nor was he content with thus dishonoring the 
dead Pope, but he drags his carcass again out 
of the grave, beheads it as if it had been alive, 

and then throws it into the Tiber. 
Bartolomeo Platina, on Pope Sergius III

tHE FIRST POPE to (officially) be 
assassinated was John VIII, poisoned and
clubbed to death with a hammer in 882.
    John was followed three years later by 
Hadrian III, likely also poisoned. (Hadrian 
arguably deserved his fate, having ordered 
the wife of a rival dignitary whipped and 
dragged naked through the streets of Rome.) 
    During this period, the city was enveloped 
in a series of bloody vendettas, as powerful 
families vied to control the papacy, rightfully 
viewed as an unparalleled opportunity for 
personal enrichment.
    Hadrian was followed by Stephen V,  
Formosus, and Boniface VI (also murdered).

Jean-Paul Laurens, Pope Formosus and Stephen VII, 1870

   Formosus is remembered today for what 
transpired nine months after he died in 896 
at eighty years of age. A deranged successor, 
Stephen VI, had his rotting corpse exhumed 
and propped up on a throne in the Basilica 
of St. John Lateran, dressed in full papal 
regalia. Stephen then presided over a 
macabre mock trial, referred to today as the 
Synodus Horrenda, or Cadaver Synod.
   Predictably, Formosus was found guilty of 
the trumped-up charges. His body was 
reburied—minus the three fingers formerly 
used to bestow blessings—but an angry mob 
dug it up, dragged it through the streets of 
Rome, and tossed it unceremoniously into 
the Tiber River. A sympathetic monk later 
fished it out and gave it a proper reburial.            
   Coincidentally, part of the Lateran Palace 
collapsed in a massive earthquake just as 
the Synod was ending, and the superstitious 
rabble of Rome took this as an ill omen.   



    When rumors began circulating that 
Formosus’s charmed corpse was now 
performing posthumous miracles, Stephen 
was deposed and strangled by his successor, 
Romanus—who was himself deposed and 
murdered after only three months in office.
    Sergius III was elected pope in 893, but 
was deposed and exiled before assuming 
office. He returned seven years later to 
murder the current pope, Christopher, as 
well as another rival, Leo V, who 
Christopher had deposed and imprisoned.
    One account has Sergius disinterring poor 
Formosus yet again, beheading him, and 
once again consigning him to the Tiber. 
(Incredibly, the well-traveled corpse became 
entangled in a fisherman’s  net, and was  

returned  to  St. Peter’s for a fourth—and 
mercifully final—burial.)  
    During the ensuing period—known today 
as the ‘Papal Pornocacy’—the papacy was 
essentially the plaything of what most of 
Rome considered a pair of ambitious whores: 
Theodora, wife of the chief senator of Rome, 
and her beautiful young daughter, Marozia.
    As a cardinal, Sergius had played a lead-
ing role in the Cadaver Synod. Theodora 
brought seven-year old Marozia along to 
witness the festivities, and when Sergius 
handed Theodora the severed fingers of her 
arch-enemy, Formosus, his eyes fatefully 
met those of the bewitching Marozia.
    Marozia was a more respectable 15 years 
of age when she became mistress to Sergius, 
thirty years her senior and now the pope. 
Sergius died after a brief and bloody pontifi-
cate, but not before Marozia bore him a son.
    By the time her current lover became 
Pope John X in 914, Theodora was 
effectively running the papacy while her 

husband ran Rome. A power struggle soon 

developed, however, between John and Guy 
of Tuscany, whom Marozia had married 
after the death of her first husband, Alberic. 

    In an attempt to counter Marozia’s 
growing influence, John arranged for his 
brother Peter, Guy’s bitter rival, to succeed 
Alberic as Duke of Spoleto.
    This was a mistake.
     Spurred on by Marozia, Guy was killed in 

a failed coup attempt. John’s beloved  
brother, Peter, was cut to pieces in the battle, 
and the grief-stricken pope forced Marozia 
to view her husband’s mutilated corpse.    
    Another mistake.
    Having witnessed the Cadaver Synod as a 
young child, Marozia was no stranger to 
revenge. Rallying her supporters, she seized 

control of Rome, had John  murdered, and 
installed her latest lover as Pope Leo VI. 
    Leo and his successor both had brief reigns, 
deposed and strangled as soon as Marozia 

grew tired of them. Finally, in 932, at barely 
twenty years of age—and groomed for the 
papacy by a “sensuous and totally immoral 
life”—Marozia’s bastard son by Sergius was 
installed as Pope John XI.
    John’s first act as pope was to preside 
over the marriage of his newly-widowed 
mother and his uncle, the Italian King Hugo. 
The plan was for Hugo to become emperor 
and Marozia, empress, but the scheme 
unraveled when the hotheaded Hugo berated 
Alberic II—Marozia’s son by Alberic—at 
the wedding banquet. Alberic Junior left in a 
huff, returned with an armed mob, and took 
over Rome. (The hapless Hugo exited hastily 
via a window and fled the city in disgrace.)
    Alberic Jr. installed himself in the Lateran 
Palace, making the pope his personal slave. 
He installed his mother, Marozia, in the 
dungeon of the Castel Sant’Angelo. 
    Marozia would die forlorn and forgotten 
in prison a few years later, but during her 
lifetime and over the following century, her 
bastard son, two grandsons, three great 
grandsons and a great-great grandson were 
all seated on the chair of St. Peter. ◾


