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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Late Medieval Europe: Europe in History, PART ONE, tells the story I wanted to tell — a world carved by bold rulers and relentless reformers. Picture Gregory VII at the heart of the Investiture struggle and, further down the line, Henry V negotiating the Concordat of Worms (1122 CE); imagine Nicholas II securing the Treaty of Melfi (1059 CE) and Urban II calling knights to Clermont (1095 CE). The tale opens in 1054 CE, the year traditionally marked as the East–West Schism — a turning point when empires and churches began to head in visibly different directions — and it follows the clash between throne and altar through dramatic moments like the Humiliation of Canossa (1077 CE), where politics and faith collided in unforgettable ways.

      As the narrative pushes eastward, readers encounter crusading leaders, Venetian merchants woven into dangerous bargains, and papal strategists plotting power on a continental scale. The birth of the Crusader Kingdoms after 1099 CE, Venice’s dramatic—and often self-interested—role in the Fourth Crusade (1204 CE), and the shock of Ain Jalut (1260 CE) all surface alongside towering figures such as Innocent III, whose Fourth Lateran Council (1215 CE) reshaped the medieval church. His ascent and eventual waning make plain how fragile even the greatest authority could be in a Europe where alliances shifted as quickly and unpredictably as the tide.

      Ideas and power move in tandem across the pages. Thomas Aquinas rises within the universities at precisely the moment scholasticism begins to reshape intellectual life, while emperors and popes wrestle over the true limits of their authority. The political map widens under figures like Eleanor of Aquitaine and Henry II, and in the age of Philip II — specifically Philip II Augustus of France — a span of history that runs from the sieges at Acre during the Third Crusade to the decisive clash at Bouvines, turning the rivalry between France and England into one of the Middle Ages’ defining dramas.

      England’s transformation then takes center stage. From the forging of the English realm under William the Conqueror after the Norman Conquest of 1066 CE, through the vast expansion of the Plantagenet inheritance under Henry II, the narrative traces how power flowed between Normandy, the French crown and the papacy. Men like King John stand at the eye of those storms — squeezed by French ambitions and by papal pressure, struggling to hold a fragile kingdom together.

      I wrote this book to feel like a living epic rather than a distant lecture. It tracks the arc from crusading campaigns and thunderous church councils to the sealing of the Magna Carta and the slow forging of common law, showing how choices made by figures such as Pope Gregory VII, Pope Innocent III, King Henry II of England, King Philip II of France, and King John still ripple through modern law and politics.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            1054, EMPIRES AT THE TURNING POINT

          

        

      

    

    
      For the purposes of this book, we adopt the year 1054 CE — the date traditionally linked to the Great Schism between Eastern and Western Christianity — as our dividing line, and so split the Middle Ages into two broad phases. This is a convenient, convention-driven choice rather than an absolute historical rupture, since the separation between East and West unfolded gradually over decades and centuries.

      Up until 1054, the dominant arc of Europe’s story had been the long, often messy process of Christianization — the spread and institutional consolidation of Christianity across the former Roman world and the barbarian kingdoms that followed. The year 1054 became a widely recognized turning point with the East–West Schism, and in the decades that followed the drama of history increasingly focused inward: bishops and popes, kings and emperors would contest jurisdiction, appointments, and the very sources of political legitimacy. Before we plunge into the detailed chapters of this book, we will first take a brief survey of Europe as it stood at that pivotal moment in 1054.

      We begin with Byzantium. In 1054 the empire still stood in the waning years of the Macedonian dynasty, carrying the momentum of the great reconquests of the previous century. The Abbasid Caliphate had long since lost much of its political clout to rival powers and military strongmen, while the Fatimids—though territorially strong in Egypt—wrestled with their own internal strains. Seizing such opportunities, the Byzantines had pushed back into Syria, retaking Antioch and the surrounding northern Syrian districts, and for a time held sway over parts of Armenia.

      Across the Balkans and the eastern Mediterranean the empire’s fortunes looked impressive: under Basil II and his successors Byzantine authority extended over much of the Balkans—reaching toward the Danube and stretching south to the Peloponnese—and its influence ran from the Black Sea across to the Adriatic. Control in these regions was not uniformly permanent, but in this period the empire enjoyed a notable recovery of territory and influence; Byzantine strength in southern Italy was likewise reinforced, even as local realities remained fluid.

      This calm was fragile. Before long fresh dangers would press in from all directions—the Seljuk Turks rising in the east, the Pechenegs and Hungarians harrying the northern frontiers, and the Normans consolidating power in southern Italy. Yet at the specific moment of 1054, the empire still basked in the afterglow of Basil II’s achievements, enjoying a brief, rare measure of peace and ease.

      After introducing Byzantium, let's take a look at the situation in Spain.

      In 1054 the Umayyad polity in al‑Andalus had already splintered — the once‑unified Caliphate of Córdoba had broken apart into a swarm of taifa principalities, small Muslim states locked in constant rivalry. On the Christian side, kingdoms such as Castile (along with León, Navarre and Aragon) seized the opportunity to push south and reclaim territory that had long been under Muslim rule. Yet none of these Christian kingdoms managed to finish the job by expelling Islam from the peninsula; they, too, were entangled in their own feuds, dynastic struggles and border quarrels. The result was a landscape of fragments and endless local contests.

      When the Reconquista is invoked today it’s often dressed up as a grand, continent‑spanning war of Christianity against Islam. In reality, for long stretches the map looked much messier: a small Christian county might ally with one or more taifa rulers to strike at a rival Christian prince or at another taifa — accords and betrayals repeated themselves with tiresome regularity. In other words, around 1054 Spain was a theatre of widespread disorder where religion frequently played a secondary role; the immediate aim for most combatants was control of land and power. Which god a man worshipped often mattered less than where his banners flew.

      After describing Spain, we turn our attention to the Franks.

      The Frankish realm that Charlemagne built did not survive intact long after his death. In 843, his grandsons split the empire at the Treaty of Verdun: Lothair I took the central swath (the so‑called Middle Frankish kingdom or Middle Francia), Louis the German took the east, and Charles the Bald took the west. The middle kingdom proved the most fragile of the three — it was the first to fragment and be parceled out — while the lands north of the Alps gradually fell under the sway of the East and West Frankish polities. Over the following centuries the West Frankish kingdom evolved into what we call France, the East Frankish realm into the German sphere that later crystallized as the Holy Roman Empire, and much of the middle kingdom’s southern lands in Italy eventually came under the influence and dynastic control of East Frankish/German kings (notably the Ottonian dynasty) and the emerging imperial structure.

      On the western front, the Carolingian line finally broke in 987. With Archbishop Adalbero of Reims playing a decisive role among the great nobles, Hugues Capet was chosen as king — the start of the Capetian dynasty. (A technical note: the direct male line of the original Capetians would end in 1328, but if one counts the wider Capetian house and its cadet branches, such as the Valois and the Bourbons, that dynastic family effectively continues through the monarchs who ruled France up to the Revolution.) Tradition says the name “Capet” referred to a cloak associated with Saint Martin, a symbolic story that cast Hugues as a pious, popular figure raised by election rather than mere inheritance; that etymology is medieval lore rather than an established linguistic certainty.

      As the 19th‑century statesman and historian François Guizot famously put it, “Our history begins in that year; from that time on there were no longer Gauls, Franks, or Romans — we are all French; that year is of great importance for us.”

      But Guizot’s quip was, if anything, an exaggeration. The Capetian dynasty really did begin humbly. In the wake of the Carolingians, Frankish rule rested on a land‑based economy: kings dispensed land to secure loyalty and service from their followers. Because the pool of land available for granting was finite — once a parcel was given out it could not easily be reissued — monarchs were constantly trying to avoid turning grants into outright, permanent transfers of ownership. That constraint spawned a host of awkward arrangements. Heirs often had to seek the king’s confirmation of their inheritance, effectively re‑applying for the right to succeed; a lord might receive the revenues from an estate while the legal title remained with the crown; benefices and precaria blurred lines between possession and property.

      When the Vikings descended, West Francia bore the brunt of the storm, and the cumulative effect of raids and political pressure pushed kings into making concessions. It is true that monarchs had to placate magnates by handing out more and more land‑based rewards, and over time those concessions shrank the resources the crown could directly call upon. A widely cited dramatization of that process is the grant of territory to Viking leaders — though the famous concession that created Normandy was formalized later, in 911, under Charles the Simple, not Charles the Bald. Still, whether by hoc hoc benefices or formal grants, the trend was clear: royal direct control was steadily eroded.

      By 1054 the reigning king was Henry I, the third Capetian. He bore the title of king, yet his effective domain was small — scholars commonly estimate the royal demesne around Paris at roughly a thousand square kilometres, comparable in scale to a modern European metropolitan district. Beyond a radius of a few dozen kilometres from the capital, royal orders were often little more than words on parchment. Brittany, Burgundy, Normandy, the County of Champagne, Anjou, Aquitaine, Toulouse, and Flanders — these duchies and counties together accounted for more than ninety percent of the land and exercised most of the real power. At that particular moment, the French king’s influence was, for all practical purposes, negligible. Let us therefore set the French crown aside for now and turn our attention to Germany.

      In the German lands the Carolingian line ended sooner. The last East Frankish Carolingian died in 911 — a full 76 years before the dynasty finally vanished in the French lands. The great German magnates were unwilling to accept rule from the distant Frankish kings. With the church and leading dukes playing an active organizing role, the five great stem duchies — Bavaria, Swabia, Franconia, Lorraine and Saxony — stood as the power brokers who would decide the next step. At that moment both France and Germany were dominated not by a single sovereign but by strong territorial princes.

      Of those five duchies Saxony was the most formidable. Its duke (Otto the Illustrious in that generation) showed little appetite for the crown, and the other princes feared Saxony’s strength. So they turned instead to Conrad of Franconia, who was chosen king in 911. Conrad proved a troubled and embattled ruler; beset by jealous dukes and almost constant warfare, he never established firm control. On his deathbed he famously urged the princes to accept Henry of Saxony as his successor to spare the realm further bloodshed — effectively paving the way for Henry’s election. The story goes that when Henry was told he had been chosen, he was still busy setting bird traps; from that quiet pastime he earned the nickname Henry the Fowler.

      Henry I and his son Otto I — the latter later famed as Otto the Great — each won a decisive victory over the fierce Magyar raiders, and those victories did a great deal to cement their standing. Henry (often called Henry the Fowler) checked the incursions in the early 930s (notably at Merseburg in 933), and Otto finished the job with his crushing victory at Lechfeld in 955. Unlike the early Capetians in France, whose royal power was relatively limited, the Ottonian line — the Saxon (Liudolfing) dynasty — was able to keep a firmer grip on the realm.

      Otto I was a different breed from his forebears. His grandfather, Otto the Illustrious, the Duke of Saxony, did not pursue the kingship — he left that ambition to his son Henry — whereas Otto I hungered for far greater authority. Being king of the Germans did not satisfy him; he aimed to restore imperial dignity in the West. In 962 Pope John XII crowned him emperor in Rome, and Otto even arranged a dynastic tie with the East by marrying his son Otto II to a Byzantine bride, Theophanu (a woman of Byzantine aristocratic origin, often described in sources as a “princess”).

      The union of Germany and Italy under an Ottonian emperor evoked, deliberately, the memory of the old Roman Empire — a grand idea Otto championed. In that diplomatic and ideological framework the pope honored him as “Emperor of the Romans” (Imperator Romanorum), while the papal court increasingly framed the Byzantine ruler with the titulature “Emperor of the Greeks” — a distinction that reflected Western claims and diplomatic rivalry as much as any uncontested reality.

      Later, during the reign of Emperor Frederick I Barbarossa, as his struggle with the papacy deepened, the adjective “Holy” began to attach itself to the imperial title—not as the result of a single, deliberate renaming by one ruler, but as part of a longer ideological evolution that linked Roman legacy with Christian sanctity. Over the 12th and 13th centuries the formula Sacrum Imperium Romanum (or its vernacular equivalents) became increasingly common, reflecting the empire’s claim to both Roman continuity and a sacred, Christian character.

      In other words, in Otto I’s time the state he ruled was called the Roman Empire—Imperium Romanum—and it was Otto’s coronation in 962 and the institutions he shaped that led many later chroniclers and historians to see him as the founding figure of the medieval empire. The founding emperor of the Holy Roman Empire was, without a doubt, Otto I.

      Although Otto I had been a remarkably capable ruler who strengthened and stabilized the empire, by the time Henry II—the last of the Ottonian line—came to the throne the mood had shifted. Henry was famously devout to an extreme: he embraced ascetic practices and a rigorous piety that set him apart from many of his contemporaries. He married Cunigunde, and the couple remained childless; later tradition even described their union as chaste, a detail that fed the idea that Henry sought to atone for sin through self-denial. In any case, with no direct heir the Ottonian dynasty drew to a close.

      The princes convened and chose a new ruler from among the great houses—a Franconian noble named Conrad—thereby inaugurating what we now call the Salian dynasty. Conrad II inherited a problem that in some respects echoed the plight of Conrad I a century earlier: the crown’s title was secure, but real, effective power was thin. To meet that deficit and to check the influence of powerful magnates—most notably the dukes of Saxony and other great territorial lords—Conrad II pursued a deliberate policy of alliance-building at the lower levels of the aristocracy. He courted the lesser nobles and rewarded loyal knights and ministeriales with lands, offices, and recognized rights, measures that helped cement their social standing and set in motion the gradual transformation of knightly status into a more hereditary, landed order.

      This strategy finds a clear parallel in Japan’s Meiji Restoration. Broadly speaking, the Restoration was about restoring imperial authority and dismantling the Tokugawa order—an effort that relied on an alliance of imperial forces and many samurai from powerful domains. While it’s tempting to portray it simply as the emperor allying with lower-ranking samurai to bypass middle-tier daimyo, the reality was more complex: influential domains like Satsuma and Chōshū played decisive roles, even as lower-ranking samurai helped tip the balance. What the episode does make plain is this: across time and place, rulers work with a surprisingly small toolkit when it comes to seizing and consolidating power, and they keep returning to the same devices.

      Yet binding a mass of lower-ranked warriors to the throne is not a quick trick; it’s a long game. Elevating their status and tying their interests to the regime—often by making positions or privileges hereditary—is one way to manufacture loyalty. That loyalty, however, doesn’t appear overnight. It requires patient investment and the slow accretion of habits, expectations, and family interests over two or three generations before any clear, lasting results emerge.

      Moreover, Conrad II’s troubles did not stop at the German frontiers; Italy presented a whole different kind of chaos. In the early eleventh century the peninsula was a political patchwork: the Papal States dominated the centre, while the south was not a single, uniform realm but a jumble of Byzantine holdings, residual Lombard principalities and the Muslim-ruled Sicily. Attempts to impose imperial authority there had failed before — Otto I’s son, Otto II, once campaigned in the south only to meet disaster — and the young Salian dynasty simply lacked the strength and foothold to press its claim that far.

      Northern Italy was another story. There the legacy of Lombard rule lingered, but it had taken on an urban face: power concentrated in cities, where local elites and guilds cultivated a fierce sense of civic independence. The result was an environment of prickly, city-states — each like a little hedgehog bristling with spines — and even the pope often found himself unable to tame them. That the new emperor was German made matters worse; local pride and suspicion of northern outsiders ran deep. When Henry II, the last ruler of the Saxon line, died, Pavia’s hostility to imperial interference reached a boil — there are accounts of the royal palace being set afire and of the city declaring it would not play host to another emperor — and other communes such as Brescia, Parma and Milan were no less formidable, each nursing its own ambitions and resources.

      By 1054 the Holy Roman Empire was ruled by Henry III — son of Conrad II and the second ruler of the Salian house. Earlier, when we were tracing affairs in Italy, we noted that from the early tenth century a wave of monastic renewal spread through many houses. Because the Abbey of Cluny led and symbolized that renewal, historians call it the Cluniac reform movement.

      That movement pressed two central demands. First, that the clergy observe celibacy and refrain from marriage; second, that the buying and selling of ecclesiastical offices — simony — be forbidden. We will take them in turn. First, then, the demand that clergy must not marry.

      From the standpoint of organizational form, a communal economy does not sit easily alongside the household as its basic unit. Monastic communities that lived the cenobitic life—sharing goods, meals, and work—naturally operated on a communal economic model, so it is understandable that monks who organized their lives that way insisted on forbidding marriage. But the situation for parish clergy was different: their tasks—celebrating Mass, leading the prayers, offering pastoral care—did not require celibacy as a practical necessity.

      The basic functioning of the parish depended on a simple exchange: parishioners contributed support (later formalized in many places as tithes), and a body of professional clerics provided spiritual services and, in times of distress, material relief to families. Whether a parish priest had a wife and children did not, in itself, prevent him from carrying out those duties. The Eastern model illustrated this point well: in the Eastern Orthodox tradition, parish priests may marry while bishops are generally chosen from the celibate monastic ranks—a balance that proved stable and effective.

      It is true that by late antiquity there were rules and strong voices calling for clerical celibacy. From the fourth and fifth centuries onward, various local councils and church leaders promoted the ideal of clerical chastity. But these prescriptions were often inconsistently enforced in practice—many lower clergy ignored them, and instances of married bishops were not unknown. The picture was one of tacit compromise for long stretches: the rule existed on paper more firmly than it did in practice.

      When monastic reformers took up the cause, however, matters changed. Monks who had embraced a rigorously communal, ascetic life pressed hard for stricter discipline across the church—insisting that clergy remain celibate, discouraging marriage, and in some cases urging the faithful to shun services officiated by married clergy or bishops. That hard line provoked sharp disturbances in certain regions. Seen on its face, whether a priest married may not appear a matter of supreme importance, but, as with the popular upheavals that accompanied figures like John Chrysostom or the later iconoclast controversies, questions about clergy and sacred practice had a remarkable power to ignite public feeling. For reform movements seeking to rally support, such issues could be extraordinarily effective instruments.

      The second demand was a ban on the buying and selling of church offices — simony. It was, in truth, a very sensible demand. In that age many monasteries founded or controlled by powerful noble families functioned more as family possessions than as genuine religious houses, set up in part to keep estates intact rather than to pursue spiritual life. And the papacy itself had, at times, fallen under the sway of a few great Roman clans, which left the whole system tangled and corrupt. The reforming monks insisted that bishops should be chosen by the lower clergy and by the parishioners, just as abbots were chosen by their monks. Cut off the improper trades between money and authority, they argued, and the church’s organization would be purified.

      But that single demand quickly hardened into something larger. If a noble or an emperor could appoint an archbishop, wasn’t that effectively simony as well? The more radical voices within the Cluniac movement answered with a thunderous yes: to let secular princes name bishops — even the pope — was in effect to sell to temporal power the very souls and holiness that belong to God, the gravest and most odious form of simony.

      Thus the church reform movement crystallized into a collision between the doctrine of the "divine right of kings" and the church’s claim to confer spiritual authority, and the problem grew ever more tangled and serious. The Great Schism between East and West was the product of long‑standing theological, liturgical, and political tensions—tensions that the Western reform movement only sharpened rather than solely caused. In the Byzantine East, ecclesiastical authority generally remained under strong imperial influence; around 1054 the West was entering a particularly fervent phase of reform that would intensify in the decades to come.

      So what was the attitude of Henry III, emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, toward this church reform movement?

      He supported it. Why would an emperor back a church reform movement that called for separating the clergy from lay influence? Under Otto I the lesson had been clear: any man who meant to be a great emperor had to win the Church’s backing. So Henry III bent over backwards to ingratiate himself with the pope and to shower privileges on Germany’s archbishops. But once he was on the throne those same archbishops grew proud and distant, and many treated him with open coolness.

      Naturally, Henry turned the reform movement to his advantage. He hoped to bolster the monks against the secular clergy and to side with the anti‑establishment reformers as a counterweight to the entrenched episcopal powers. He even reached out to the Cluniac network — reportedly inviting the abbot of Cluny into his circle — and in 1049 he put his full weight behind Bruno of Egisheim, Bishop of Toul, as papal candidate. Bruno was Henry’s kinsman and a staunch supporter of the Cluniac cause; Henry calculated that a cousin on the papal throne would, at one stroke, cut the Italian noble families out of the selection process, blunt the influence of the German archbishops, and win popular sympathy. In Henry’s mind it was three gains at once.

      No one expected Bruno to receive such powers passively. He declared, “I do not value the appointment you have given me; only if I am elected by the clergy and people of Rome will it be truly valid.” The meaning was clear: the wave of popular and clerical legitimacy must be his, not something the emperor could simply hand down. Tradition has it that he set out for Rome in a penitential procession — even walking barefoot — accompanied not only by the abbot of Cluny but by important clerics such as Humbert (later a key figure in the events leading to the 1054 rupture with Constantinople) and Hildebrand. That Hildebrand would go on to play a decisive role in what followed is a story we will relate in detail later.

      After Bruno of Egisheim-Dagsburg — said in many accounts to have made the pilgrimage to Rome barefoot — his austere reputation and learned bearing swept him into the papacy. He took the name Leo IX, a choice greeted with genuine popular enthusiasm but also secured by the decisive backing of Emperor Henry III. Leo’s accession marked a turning point: his zealous program of reform against simony and lax clergy discipline pushed the papacy onto a more confrontational path with secular rulers. In that sense, the stage was set for the larger, epochal struggle between ecclesiastical and royal authority that would erupt more fully in the later Investiture Controversy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            THE HUMILIATION OF CANOSSA

          

        

      

    

    
      We’ve already sketched the basic conditions across Europe at the particular moment of 1054 CE. At that instant, the Byzantine Empire enjoyed what might be called a brief calm before a gathering storm; the Iberian Peninsula was being torn apart and remade as the old caliphate’s collapse gave rise to competing taifa principalities and renewed Christian pressure; royal power in France remained so weak that the Capetian kings could accomplish little beyond holding a title; and England sat on the cusp of seismic change, only a dozen years or so from the Norman Conquest. We will set aside early English history for the moment and treat it in a separate supplement later.

      Seen through the main lens of the struggle between ecclesiastical authority and secular royal power, two figures dominate the European stage in 1054: Pope Leo IX, the reform-minded pontiff whose policies and clashes with Constantinople helped precipitate the East–West rupture, and the German king Henry III, who at the same time carried the crowns of Italy and the traditional mantle of “Emperor of the Romans.” Their rivalry and cooperation alike help to frame the larger contest between church and crown that defines this period.

      Leo IX and Emperor Henry III were cousins, and in more than family resemblance their politics ran on parallel tracks: both sought to tighten central power by cultivating the loyalty of lower social groups as a counterweight to entrenched middle ranks.

      Leo’s route was ecclesiastical and reformist. He leaned on monastic houses and the wider reform movement — the same currents that fed Cluniac and Gregorian impulses — to challenge the regional ambitions of powerful bishops and archbishops. Through legates, synods and the disciplining or removal of uncooperative prelates, he tried to make the Church’s centers answer to Rome rather than to local magnates.

      Henry’s method was military and administrative. In the mid‑eleventh century the words we translate as “knight” and “vassal” still carried an older sense of servant or retain er — the terms in continental languages (Old English/Old German cniht/knecht, Latin/Old French vassus/vassal) more closely described a mounted attendant than the chivalric ideal that would later crystallize. Owning a horse was the practical threshold: once mounted, these men could be quickly turned into a fighting or service force. They were often restless, lacking great titles or steady incomes — more like Don Quixote’s dreamers or Japanese rōnin than the polished knights of later romance.

      Conrad II and his son Henry III gathered such men around the imperial household, rewarding them with offices, benefices and responsibilities. Over time those grants helped cement a new layer of local military and administrative elites and made many positions increasingly hereditary. That is the rough shape of the change: a movement from loose, servile followings toward a more settled, inheritable status.

      As mentioned earlier, the pope needed the emperor’s help to rein in overmighty archbishops, and the emperor needed the pope’s backing to crush recalcitrant regional princes — a mutual dependence that made cooperation almost inevitable. Consider, for example, a rebellion in Lorraine: when a local duke rose against Henry III, Leo IX moved quickly to Germany and publicly condemned the uprising, lending the moral weight of the papacy to the emperor’s cause. In return, Henry III formally acknowledged the elevated status and special privileges of the Roman pontiff within the German Church, treating the pope with the deference of an honored elder.

      The union of the chalice and the sword was like a married couple entering the bridal chamber. Wishing “let us live together in peace” was not enough; a lasting marriage required both partners to possess the discipline and sense of proportion to restrain themselves.

      Henry III intended to put Bruno of Egisheim‑Dagsburg on the papal throne — the man who would become Leo IX — but Bruno insisted he could only accept the office after a proper election by the Romans themselves. So the first knot they had to untie was the papal election. It is a messy, centuries‑tangled problem; we should untangle it from the start.

      There was a bishop of Rome from very early times, but the papal office as a distinct, institutionally powerful claim to universal primacy evolved over centuries rather than springing into being fully formed. Constantine the Great and his successors transformed the Church’s relationship with imperial power: the emperors of the eastern empire in particular exercised strong influence over the appointment and confirmation of bishops and patriarchs. Over time this imperial involvement became a major force shaping who held the great sees.

      Those “five great patriarchates” — Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem — stood at the center of the imperial church order. Saying the emperor was simply “their superior” is an oversimplification: the emperor wielded decisive secular authority and often intervened in ecclesiastical appointments, but the patriarchs still possessed their own spiritual authority and the balance between them and the emperor shifted with politics and personalities.

      Against that background the Roman Church gradually insisted on a different story about its own rights. Rome claimed an ancient custom: that its bishop should be chosen by the local clergy and the faithful, the city that called itself “mother of the Church” demanding to choose its own leader. Secular rulers, however, were not prepared to surrender all say in the matter. In practice a compromise emerged — the pope should be elected by churchmen and people, but the imperial court normally expected to be informed and to give its approval, a form of confirmation that kept secular power in the loop. That small condition — notification and imperial approbation — is what framed the dispute between Henry and Bruno as much as anything else.

      Later, when iconoclasm erupted in Byzantium, the Roman Church began to treat popes chosen in Rome as valid without waiting for imperial confirmation. That tiny formal requirement gradually vanished. But a Church built on chanting, prayer and preaching still needed the shield of force. Without it, lifting the chalice of authority invited anyone with a gripe to shout, “Why him? My brother-in-law would be better.” So even when the papacy stopped reporting to Constantinople, it did not stand alone—it turned to the Frankish rulers for protection. First came Pepin and the Donation that created the Papal States; later Charlemagne would deepen that alliance. In short, papal elections still demanded approval and a protector—the patron had merely changed.

      The chalice of spiritual authority cannot stand without the support of the sword. Otherwise, the moment you raise that chalice a swarm of challengers will appear and the situation will collapse into chaos. When the direct male line of the Carolingians faded and imperial power waned, the vacuum was quickly filled by powerful Roman aristocratic clans. In the turbulent tenth century—often dubbed the saeculum obscurum—families and influential figures in Rome bent the curia to their will. Medieval chronicles even accuse figures around Pope Sergius III and powerful Roman women such as Theodora and her daughter Marozia of long-reaching interference in papal choice, plunging the curia into disorder (the precise details remain debated in the sources). Only when Otto I asserted imperial authority over papal appointments did the right of selection fall largely under the emperor’s hand, and only then did the Roman Church slowly recover a measure of its former stability.

      With the rise of the ecclesiastical reform movement, reformers—many of them monastic, but not only monks—insisted that the pope should no longer be appointed by the emperor but chosen by the Church itself. That raised an immediate and awkward question: who exactly would have the right to elect the pope, and by what method? There was no modern system of voter rolls or regulated electoral procedures. Though it was proclaimed that the pope would be elected by the Roman people, that was largely an empty formula—hardly practicable in the messy reality of eleventh‑century Rome.

      As Theodor Mommsen observed, “Whoever can control the mood of the crowds on the streets of Rome for a few hours can make his opinion take effect as if it were law.” In practice, allowing the “people of Rome” to choose a pope meant opening the door to manipulation by powerful Roman houses or by ambitious local figures who could stir up mobs for a few decisive hours.

      Take Leo IX. Though he was formally elected in Rome, he was essentially a German nobleman—Bruno of Egisheim‑Dagsburg—and his elevation owed much to the support of the emperor (Henry III). The great Roman families could not easily accept a pontiff so tied to imperial power; they fomented unrest among the lower orders. Reformers in Rome, too, complained that Leo was too close to the crown and too ready to cooperate with secular rulers, lacking the depth and zeal they wanted for thoroughgoing reform. After a brief period of ceremonial splendour he found it increasingly difficult to hold his ground in the city. Faced with mounting internal opposition, he turned to the familiar recourse of the age: try to blunt domestic strife by setting sights outward—by military or political ventures beyond Rome’s walls.

      Thus Leo IX set his sights on bringing southern Italy under a single banner and began to prepare for war against the Normans. His advisers begged him to reconsider — these were fierce, ruthless warriors who had resisted many powers before; why stir them up? But Leo would not be dissuaded. He led his forces into battle and suffered a crushing defeat at Civitate in 1053, where he was taken prisoner by the Normans and was not released until shortly before his death.

      No sooner had he returned than Leo made another impetuous move: he dispatched his fiery‑tempered legate, Humbert of Silva Candida — as reckless in his own way as the literary Li Kui — to Constantinople to press the contentious question of the “Filioque.” The mission ended in catastrophe. In 1054 Humbert delivered a formal anathema against the Patriarch of Constantinople; the blow landed like a stone thrown into a still lake, sending out a thousand ripples. That act, and the mutual condemnations that followed, crystallized a breach that would harden into the long‑lasting schism between East and West.

      When Leo died, the problem of succession loomed large and unresolved. After protracted bargaining both sides made concessions and reached an uneasy compromise: the Romans would have a formal say in electing the pope, but imperial influence would remain decisive in practice. The perceptive Henry III nominated the reformer Victor II. In 1056, as Henry III’s life came to an end, he solemnly placed his young son — the six‑year‑old Henry IV — under the care and guardianship of Pope Victor II.

      Victor II could be said to concentrate both spiritual and temporal authority in his person. A close ally of the reform movement, his brief pontificate pushed forward measures against simony and tightened expectations of clerical celibacy — reforms that were enacted and began to spread even as the fuller, more systematic wave of the Gregorian Reform was still to come.

      When Victor II died, the papal succession quickly unraveled. Reformers, joined by much of Rome’s lower populace, rallied behind their candidate, while the city’s aristocratic clans appealed to the imperial court to have their own choice installed. Henry IV was still a child, and his mother, Agnes of Poitou, acting as regent, made the fateful decision to side with the aristocratic faction — a stance that set her squarely against the reform movement. Old rivalries ignited at once and the dispute escalated into a sharper, more dangerous conflict. This turmoil soon produced rival claimants: Benedict X, favored by the Roman nobles, and Nicholas II, backed by the reformers, deepening the crisis that would roil the church and empire.

      In 1059 the reformers’ chosen pope, Nicholas II, moved swiftly with a radical idea: from now on the pope would be chosen by the cardinals, and the election would then require the assent of Rome’s clergy and people. In practice, this measure sharply curtailed the emperor’s prior influence over papal elections. But who were these cardinals? They were the senior clergy attached to the papal court — men who served at the pope’s side and, over time, came to be appointed and confirmed within the papal administration. This new electoral arrangement, announced in the papal decree In Nomine Domini and confirmed at the Lateran, set the pattern that, with variations and later refinements, survives into modern times.

      Henry III’s reign is a study in cautious statesmanship. He displayed rare political acumen and chose, with foresight, to collaborate with the reform movement. He worked in close concert with Leo IX and then Victor II; emperor and popes acted like uneasy partners, each bolstering the other. In both ecclesiastical and secular spheres they advanced their agendas — the emperor strengthened his claim to centralized authority while the papacy consolidated its moral and institutional reforms.

      When Nicholas II’s 1059 reforms were implemented, the change could be read as almost accidental in its consequences. The balance of power in Rome and the Empire depended on personalities and timing: had Agnes of Poitou, the regent for the young Henry IV, firmly and consistently allied herself with the reformers, the imperial influence over papal confirmation might have been preserved for a longer time. That is a plausible inference rather than an ironclad fact. And if we step back further, the story becomes still more contingent. Since the age of Constantine the Great the emperor had exerted substantial influence over church structures, but that influence waxed and waned across centuries — it was never a single, unbroken, formal “right of confirmation.” Like helplessly falling blossoms, history is always full of contingent factors.

      Time moved on to 1073, and Henry IV had finally come of age, his boyhood behind him and the burdens of kingship resting squarely on his shoulders. That same year the Church raised a formidable figure to the papal throne: Gregory VII. Gregory was the reformer Hildebrand — the same cleric we met earlier, a long‑standing force in papal politics who had already played a part in the era of Pope Leo IX.

      No sooner had he taken the tiara than a dangerous rift opened between him and Henry IV. Milan was convulsed by a brutal struggle over a bishopric: the popular party backed a reformist candidate — a cleric who championed clerical celibacy and other reforms — while the noble families pressed their own, anti‑reform nominee. The disorder grew violent; riots erupted across the city, with repeated acts of arson, murder, and looting. Seeking to restore order and to defend the nobles’ choice, Henry threw his weight behind the aristocratic candidate.

      When Gregory VII learned of the king’s intervention, he moved quickly. The pope summoned Henry IV to Rome, specifying a date and demanding that the monarch appear in person to explain his actions before the Holy See.

      Now one cannot help but ask: why would the pope make such a spectacle over nothing more than the appointment of a city’s bishop? The reasons come in three parts.

      First, Gregory VII himself rose from humble origins. Born Hildebrand of Sovana and long remembered as a man who clawed his way up from modest circumstances, he carried into office a particular impatience and a low tolerance for compromise. People who have scaled such heights from the bottom often remain hypersensitive about rank and authority; once they hold real power they tend to act decisively—sometimes harshly—favoring a single‑minded, get‑it‑done approach that easily inflames conflict.

      Second, after the question of papal elections had been reformed (notably by Pope Nicholas II’s 1059 decree, In Nomine Domini), the focal point of the struggle between ecclesiastical and royal authority shifted to the right to appoint bishops. What might once have seemed a local clerical matter had become, in effect, a constitutional battleground: control of episcopal appointments meant control of the Church’s local power and patronage.

      Third, Gregory’s own election ran against the new norm. Under the rules affirmed by Nicholas II the cardinals were to take the lead in choosing a pope, with the Roman clergy and people confirming thereafter; Gregory, however, was acclaimed first by the Roman populace and only afterward ratified by the College of Cardinals. That popular base made him, in practice, a populist figure who felt compelled to project toughness—an attitude implying that even emperors must bow before papal authority. He cultivated that atmosphere of hardline resolve to the utmost in order to consolidate the support of the lower orders.

      By acting as he did, Gregory VII put Henry IV in an impossible bind. Henry IV—then the King of the Romans, deeply conscious of his dignity and of the fragile authority that came with his crown—could not simply bow. The two camps ground to a stalemate.

      When the appointed day came and Henry did not appear, Gregory answered with the gravest of reprisals: a formal excommunication. He expelled Henry from the Church and declared that the oaths of fealty sworn to him by the princes of Germany were no longer binding. What might have remained a quarrel over investitures was transformed into a political earthquake — needless fuss became a full-blown uproar, and a dangerous precedent was set.

      Henry, for his part, refused to be cowed. He summoned a council at Worms, where he and his supporters turned the rhetorical screws on the pope, denouncing Gregory as a false priest, an adulterer, a sorcerer and an impostor. Claiming his authority as sovereign, Henry went so far as to pronounce the pope deposed. The exchange left both sides hardened and the wider Christian world braced for the consequences.

      From Henry III to Henry IV, father and son had for years pushed the same program of centralization—policies that had long since alienated the great nobles and the archbishops. So when emperor and pope came to blows, several princes seized the moment to rise up and even proclaimed an anti-king: Rudolf of Rheinfelden (often called Rudolf of Swabia), who was put forward in the spring of 1077. The archbishops, rubbing their hands, thought: “Weren’t you two used to leaning on the pope to keep us in line? Now you squabble among yourselves—we’ll sit back, pour wine, and enjoy the spectacle.” With his circle of supporters dwindling, Henry IV had little choice but to yield.

      On January 25, 1077, Henry IV stood in the snow outside the Castle of Canossa for three days and nights, pleading for the pope’s mercy—the episode that later passed into legend as the “Humiliation of Canossa.” In theory, the emperor’s abject submission and the lifting of his excommunication should have obliged the pope to help him put down the rebellion: after all, an anti-king had already been proclaimed. Gregory VII, however, chose to act as if none of it concerned him—remaining conspicuously detached at a moment when his intervention might have changed the course of events.

      Fortunately, Henry IV pulled through. Relying on the low-born knights and household troops he had raised up, he crushed the rebellions that threatened him and slowly clawed his power back. No one expected, though, that Gregory VII would kick him when he was down: having already wielded excommunication once before, the pope moved again—declaring Henry under the ban and effectively pronouncing his doom with boastful rhetoric that his days were numbered.

      The insult enflamed Henry. Furious, he marshaled a great army and marched into Italy with one aim: Rome. The city became the stage for a brutal, high-stakes struggle. Gregory, beleaguered by enemies and political isolation, was driven from his secure positions and ultimately forced to flee. After years of turmoil—Rome changing hands amid military interventions and the installation of an antipope—Gregory died in exile in Salerno in 1085. On his deathbed he was said to have left these words: "I have always upheld justice and resolutely opposed injustice."

      It's hard to say how much Gregory VII really loved justice; history doesn't hand us his private ledger. Politically, though, he was disastrous. By the time he died, the rift he helped create had calcified into rival claimants: the reform party rallied behind their own pope, while Emperor Henry IV promoted his, and the Church slipped back into the morass of schism.

      Later generations of the Church would lionize Gregory VII for his uncompromising stand, but in practical terms his papacy unleashed long, painful consequences for nearly everyone involved. Two of the more serious outcomes were:

      First, eager to assert his own prestige, Gregory VII advanced a dramatic and far-reaching vision: he pushed the idea of holy warfare and a more militant role for the papacy in confronting the Muslim presence in Europe and the Mediterranean. While he did not personally call the Crusades — the formal summons for the First Crusade came later, from Pope Urban II in 1095 — Gregory’s rhetoric and reforms helped create the ideological climate that made large-scale holy war conceivable. He imagined the papacy projecting power both westward, into the Iberian struggles, and eastward, into the tangled affairs of the Byzantine world; whether or not he organized armies himself, his language and authority moved the Church toward a posture that would soon be answered by armed expeditions. The Crusading movement that followed, lasting roughly two centuries, sowed deep and enduring enmities between Christians and Muslims and reshaped the rules of power and violence in Europe, leaving marks on history that were hard to erase.

      Second, Gregory VII was the first major pope to insist — in practice and in principle — that “the flock should have one shepherd,” pressing for a universal Christian commonwealth under papal leadership and treating secular rulers essentially as local administrators of the Church’s broader will. That uncompromising doctrine of papal supremacy was both revolutionary and destabilizing: it encouraged later pontiffs to push claims of authority to extremes and planted seeds of intense conflict between throne and altar. After Gregory, the balance between royal and papal power in Europe tilted into stark dichotomies — either monarchs gained the upper hand and subordinated the Church, or popes asserted dominance and overwhelmed secular authority — and the possibility that crown and altar might pursue a cooperative path by mutual restraint and moderation was, for a long time thereafter, all but lost.

      After all the upheaval — the blows struck, the loyalties tested, the blood spilled — the very question that had set everything in motion still hung heavy in the air. Who, in the end, should have the authority to install bishops: the secular rulers who ruled with swords and crowns, or the pope, exalted on his throne and unyielding in the name of spiritual supremacy?
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