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    Black With Wrath 
After the game, the king and pawn 

go into the same box.
Italian proverbtWO CENTURIES AFTER LEO THE 

Great, an only slightly lesser Leo ascended 
to the papal throne, and would come to 
preside over an equally fateful reign. 
   Of Greek or Arab ancestry, the common-
born Leo III aroused the ire of the Roman 
nobility, who by this time considered the 
papacy a position reserved for themselves. 
   Four years after his election in 795, a 
hired gang (among them relatives of the 
previous pope, Adrian I) ambushed Leo on 
his way to celebrate Mass, and attempted to 
cut out his eyes and tongue. Mutilated, 
deposed and imprisoned, Leo managed to 
escape to the court of the Frankish king, 
Karl, only to have Karl escort him back to 
Rome to face charges of perjury and adultery. 

      Coronation of Charlemagne, Claude Jacquand, 1837

   Despite having sired nine children with 
countless wives and mistresses, the court 
accepted Leo’s claim that no earthly 
authority could sit in judgment of a pope. 
(Mercifully, Leo exiled the condemned 
conspirators rather executing them.)
   Two days later, a fumbling, half-blind Leo 
placed the crown of the Holy Roman Empire 
on Karl’s head as he knelt beside Peter’s 
tomb. Karl—known today as Charlemagne
—reportedly turned “black with wrath.”   
   Although he coveted the crown, Karl 
feared the hostility his coronation would 
create among the Roman emperors, and 
resented having been duped by Leo into 
appearing to derive his secular  authority 
from the Church, which had thus far been 
generally subservient to the monarchy.
   Nonetheless, the resulting Holy Roman 
Empire would endure for a millennium. 



Imperial influence protected Leo for a time, 
but after Charlemagne died in 814, Leo's 
enemies resumed plotting against him. 
Catching wind of a conspiracy through his 
network of spies, this time Leo took no 
chances and had them all executed.

*****
   Among the personal correspondence of 
Leo III is an intriguing report from 
Charlemagne, in which the emperor claimed 
to have personally discovered the relics of 
Saint Anne, the mother of Mary, entombed 
in a cave in the south of France in 792. 
   This incident no doubt inspired in the 
emperor an enthusiasm for holy relics, and 
may have prompted his decree in 1801 for 
their veneration to become an integral part 
of Frankish law, and for every Christian 
church’s altar to contain its own relics—
a requirement that ended only in 1969.
   The early church had forbid disturbing the 
remains of its martyrs and saints, but this 
changed in 609, when Pope Boniface IV 
converted the Roman Pantheon into a shrine 
to the Virgin Mary and the Martyrs. In the 
process, he removed 18 cartloads of bones 
from the Roman catacombs—a treasure 
trove of accumulated relics—to be stored 
beneath the Pantheon’s high altar until they 
were needed elsewhere in Christendom. 
   This macabre interest in relics created 
almost overnight a booming industry in the 
exhumation and trade of the bones, hair, 
fingernails, and other worldly remains of an 
ever-growing roster of martyrs and saints. 
   It also sparked a thriving black market in 
counterfeits and thefts. (It was rumored that 
aging holy men were frequently in danger 
of being prematurely converted into relics.)
   One of the more well-known peddlers of 
phony relics was the Pardoner in Chaucer’s 
Canterbury Tales, written around 1400. 

Chaucer’s fictional con man passed off an 
old pillow case as the veil of the Virgin Mary 
and pig bones as the remains of ancient saints.
   In the16th century, John Calvin remarked 
that there were enough pieces of the Cross 
in circulation to build an entire ship, and 
that some saints had extra limbs and heads
—notably, a four-headed John the Baptist.
   At one point, over 30 churches in Europe 
claimed to possess the most prized relic of 
all—the foreskin of Jesus—its provenance 
dating back to Charlemagne’s gifting one to 
Leo III after he crowned him Emperor. 
The Holy Foreskin became a subject of such 
mockery and scorn that in 1900 the Church 
was forced to ban talking or writing about it.

*****
   Pope Leo III died in 816, just two years 
after Charlemagne, ending a two-decade 
long reign. (Charlemagne is entombed in a 
massive golden shrine in Aachen Cathedral, 
built to house his own impressive collection 
of relics—among which are the shawl of 
Mary, the loincloth of Jesus on the Cross, 
and appropriately, bits of Leo III.)
   Later that year, the Roman nobility 
recaptured the papacy with the election of 
Stephen IV, who continued the effort to 
establish the pope’s expanded role by 
crowning Charlemagne’s only surviving 
illegitimate son, Louis the Pious, emperor. 
In return, Louis affirmed the alliance 
between the popes and the Frankish kings, 
assuring that Rome would enjoy continued 
protection in the newly-formed Papal States.
   The influence of the Roman nobility on 
the papacy continued to grow throughout 
the ninth century, eventually culminating in 
the pope’s complete subservience to the 
Roman State and ushering in the long 
period of violence and political unrest 
known today as the ‘Papal Pornocracy.’ ◾


