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Celestine’s Prophecy 
We declare and pronounce that it is absolutely 

necessary for the salvation of every human 
creature to be subject to the Roman pontiff. 

Pope Boniface VIII, 1302

tHE CONCLAVE THAT FOLLOWED 
the death of Pope Honorarius IV in 1287 
dragged on for nearly a year. 
    The notoriously hot Roman summer 
claimed the lives of six cardinals to malaria 
before the remaining seven finally settled on 
a reluctant Franciscan monk, Girolamo 

Masci, who took the name Nicholas IV. 
    After failing to launch a tenth and final 
crusade, Nicholas IV died in 1292, and the 
electors—divided evenly between factions 
of the rival Colonna and Orsini families—
were once again unable to agree on a 
successor. The eleven Italians and two 
French cardinals met in Perugia, but well 
over two years elapsed without a new pope.

               Albert Henry Payne, Eremita (Hermit) c. 1902

    Finally, a cardinal named Benedetto 
Gaetani produced a letter he claimed had 
been written by a revered Benedictine 
hermit, Peter of Morrone, appealing for an 
end to the deadlock. The ambitious Gaetani 
assumed the conclave would elect him pope 
in gratitude for interceding on Morrone’s 
behalf, but to his dismay, it decided on 
Morrone himself. Morrone wanted no part 
of being pope and attempted to flee from his 
monastic respite, but a delegation of 
cardinals convinced him to relent, and he was 
reluctantly consecrated as Pope Celestine V.
    Not surprisingly, Celestine proved to be a 
weak and ineffectual pope. The cardinals 
began to realize their mistake in elevating a 
genuinely devout man to the papacy when
the penurious monk began giving away the 
vast wealth of the Church to the poor, and 
seizing the opportunity, Gaetani developed 
an elaborate plan to replace Celestine. 



    Before reluctantly assuming the papacy, 
Morrone had been contentedly living in an 
austere mountain cave, so to make him feel 
more at home, the scheming Gaetani had a 
crude wooden shack built for him inside the 
papal palace. In the dead of night, he would 
call out through a hole he had secretly bored 
in one wall, imploring the pope to abdicate. 
    Convinced that he had heard the word of 
God Himself, the next morning the  79-year 
old pope consulted with Gaetani regarding 
the legal requirements for abdicating. Upon 
being assured that the pope could do pretty 
much whatever he wanted, Celestine hastily 
announced his resignation, donned his old 
hermit rags and rode off on a donkey—the 
first pope in history to formally resign.
     Shamelessly bribing the other cardinals, 
Gaetani had himself installed as pope and, 
just to be safe, had Celestine captured and 
imprisoned. (Aided by his supporters, 
Celestine escaped and fled, but was twice 
recaptured and died a year later in prison.) 
   Taking the name Boniface VIII, Gaetani 
lost no time in asserting his newfound power, 
declaring every person on earth subject to 
the pope for salvation. During the first papal 
jubilee in 1300, he could be found sitting on 
his throne dressed in imperial regalia, 
chanting, “I am pontiff! I am emperor!” 
    The papal jubilee brought an unprece-
dented two million pilgrims to Rome, and 
penitential donations swelled the Church 
treasury—a quarter of which the pope 
charitably doled out to friends and relatives.
    But Boniface overstepped his power when 
a cardinal of the rival Colonna family seized 
a cargo of gold destined for the pope’s nephew. 
After the pope excommunicated the entire 
Colonna family in retaliation, they accused 
him of obtaining the papacy by fraud. The 
enraged Boniface then ordered the family’s 
ancestral city, Palestrina, burned to the 
ground and its 6,000 inhabitants slaughtered.       

   For the heineous crime, Dante would 
brand Boniface the ‘Black Beast’ in The 
Divine Comedy, and condemn him to the 
eighth circle of Hell. (Celestine was merely 
relegated to Hell’s antechamber for his 
‘great refusal’ in abdicating.) 
    Boniface’s 1296 Bull, which asserted that 
only the pope had the right to tax the laity to 
wage war, confessed that “antiquity reports 
that laymen are exceedingly hostile to the 
papacy”—a remarkably frank admission of 
the depth of public antagonism toward the 
pope, even among faithful Catholics.
    Although it would hardly seem necessary 
after the Crusades, a second bull in 1302 
legitimized the right of the Church to seize 
vast territories on little or no pretense, and 
the resulting Papal States—with over 15,000 
square miles and three million inhabitants—
wasn’t restored to secular control until 1870.
    In 1898, the Catholic Church purchased 
the venerable Encyclopedia Brittanica, and 
much ‘offensive’ material about Boniface 
VIII and numerous other popes mysteriously 
disappeared from future editions. (From 1943, 
Catholic missionaries went door to door the 
world over selling sanitized copies of the 
encyclopedia to unsuspecting households.)
    Before Celestine died in prison, he 
prophesied that having “leaped on the 
throne like a fox,” Boniface would in the 
end “die like a dog”—and for once, a pope’s 
proclamation would prove infallible. Facing 
trial by order of France’s King Philip IV, 
the fleeing Boniface was captured by the 
Colonnas and was poisoned or strangled in 
prison, just as Celestine had predicted.
    A confessed atheist, Boniface was said to 
have once remarked that he had about as 
much chance of being reborn as ‘a roasted 
chicken’. By some accounts, however, a 
rival pope took him a bit too literally years 
later—when he had Boniface’s corpse dug 
up and burnt at the stake for heresy. ◾


