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 The Giant Midget 
It is the custom of the Church… to tolerate 

some things, [and] to turn a blind eye to some.
Pope Gregory VII

tHE RESOLUTION OF THE ‘3 POPES’ 
crisis with the ouster of Benedict IX in 1048 
failed to restore order to the papacy, and the 
next decade would see no fewer than five 
more popes sitting on the throne of St. Peter.
   King Henry III of Germany was eager to  
be crowned emperor, and both he and his 
handpicked candidate, Poppo de Curagnoni, 
were coronated on the same day. But 
Damasus II lasted less than a month before 
dying in a hunting expedition. (Benedict IX 
was rumored—probably falsely—to have 
struck him with a poisoned arrow.)  
   Henry installed another German, Bruno of 
Egisheim-Dagsbur as Leo IX, best known 
for his campaign to rein in the rampant 
simony and licentiousness in the clergy.
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Leo was forced to relent from his house-
cleaning, however, finding that “the number 
of guilty clerics rendered that impossible.” 
   Returning from Germany with an army in 
1053, Leo attempted to liberate Rome from 
the Normans, who had occupied much of 
southern Italy, but he suffered defeat at the 
Battle of Civitate and died the next year.
   Henry installed one final pope—Victor II, 
the last German pope for nearly a millennium
—before dying in Victor’s arms in 1056. 
When Victor himself died shortly afterward, 
he was replaced by an Italian, Stephen IX, 
but Stephen was poisoned eight months 
later by the Romans, while attempting to 
crown his brother Godfrey as emperor.
   The next pope, Nicholas II, marched on 
Rome in 1059 and waged war against 
supporters of antipope Benedict X, who had 
been installed in his absence by the Romans. 



After a series of fierce battles, Benedict 
surrendered. (He would be demoted to an 
antipope only in the 14th century.) Seeking 
to blunt the power of the Roman aristocracy, 
Nicholas declared that future popes could 
only be elected by the cardinals in Rome.  
   The first election ever under the new 
method (the prescursor to today’s conclave 
system) was held after the death of Nicholas 
in 1061, and elected Pope Alexander II. 
Outraged at being excluded, the Romans 
and Germans installed antipope Honorius II, 
who seized control of Rome the next year.
   All this political turmoil paved the way for 
an increasingly powerful Italian monk, 
Hildebrand of Sovana, to be unanimously 
elected as Gregory VII after the death of 
Honorarius in 1072 and Alexander in 1073.
   Hildebrand, a midget or dwarf who 
walked on stilts, would become a giant in 
the history of the Church, reasserting that 
the pope “can be judged by no man on 
Earth” and employing a veritable school of 
forgers to create fake documents justifying 
his claim to universal power.    
   Gregory insisted that even kings and 
princes be obliged to kneel and kiss the 
pope’s feet (regardless how wracked by 
syphilis they might be). When he outlawed 
clerical marriages in 1079, thousands of 
disgraced wives became virtual prostitutes 
overnight, and many were driven to suicide. 
But once again, a pope was forced to end 
his celibacy crusade, when it threatened to 
wipe out the entire Catholic Church. 
   King Henry III’s son, Henry IV, initially 
supported Gregory, but their amity was 
short-lived, and when Gregory was captured 
and imprisoned while he was celebrating 
Mass on Christmas eve in 1075, it sparked 
the most dramatic confrontation between 
the Church and State in European history. 

Henchmen of a Roman noble carried out the 
attack, but Gregory suspected that Henry 
was behind it, and their feud escalated after 
Gregory was liberated by the Romans. 
   Threatened with excommunication, Henry 
called a council, which voted to depose 
Gregory under charges of murder, simony, 
necromancy, and devil-worship. Gregory 
responded by excommunicating Henry, 
effectively damning him to Hell. Even more 
damagingly, perhaps, he released Henry’s 
royal subjects from fealty to him. 
   Less than a year later, his power greatly 
diminished, the humiliated king was forced 
to stand for three days in the snow—bare-
foot and dressed in penitential rags—before 
Gregory would consent to absolve him.
   Gregory excommunicated Henry a second 
time after the king killed his rebellious 
brother-in-law, Rudolf—who the pope had 
recognized as Henry’s successor—in 1080. 
Marching on Rome, the enraged Henry 
captured the city, deposed and imprisoned 
Gregory, and installed antipope Clement III. 
(In 1084, Clement returned the favor by 
crowning Henry Holy Roman Emperor.)
  Despite his captivity, Gregory was still the 
most powerful man in Europe, and when he 
beseeched the Norman adventurer Robert 
Guiscard for assistance, Guiscard marched 
on Rome with an army of 36,  0 0 0 men. 
   Unfortunately, Guiscard’s men didn’t stop 
at freeing the pope, but went on to sack Rome, 
setting fire to and destroying half the city. 
The brutality of the Normans dissolved 
Gregory’s remaining support among the 
populace, and he died in exile in 1085.
   Although Gregory was the first pope to 
entertain the idea of a crusade to recapture 
the Holy Land from the Muslims, it would 
be left to his successor, Pope Urban II, to 
launch the first of seven crusades in 1096. ◾


