
Francia-Recensio 2010/3
Mittelalter – Moyen Âge (500–1500)

Dieter Hägermann, Das Papsttum am Vorabend des Investiturstreits. Stephan IX. 
(1057–1058), Benedikt X. (1058) und Nikolaus II. (1058–1061), Stuttgart 
(Hiersemann) 2008, XII–247 S. (Päpste und Papsttum, 36), ISBN 978-3-7772-0801-5, 
EUR 138,00.

rezensiert von/compte rendu rédigé par
Steven A. Schoenig, S.J., St. Louis, Missouri

Scholars have long recognized that the eleventh-century ecclesiastical reform spearheaded by the papacy 

can only imprecisely be called the »Gregorian Reform«. In addition to the later stage, shaped by Pope 

Gregory VII and dominated by the Investiture Conflict, there was also an earlier, more moderate stage, 

associated with the German popes appointed by Emperor Henry III, especially Pope Leo IX. What has 

received much less attention is the transition from the Leonine to the Gregorian eras of the reform. This 

useful volume in the »Päpste und Papsttum« series attempts to fill this gap by focusing on the popes in 

the immediate aftermath of the powerful emperor’s death, when the papacy made several critical shifts in 

policy that prepared the way for the developments of the rest of the century.

Hägermann begins with a cursory look at the state of the Roman church after the deaths of Henry and his 

last creation, Pope Victor II, a reformer but also an imperial bishop who loyally promoted imperial 

interests. The sudden power vacuum in Germany caused by the succession of a child, Henry IV, and the 

regency of his mother spurred the Roman reformers to turn in new directions. With the selection of the 

next pope, Stephen IX, who was also abbot of Monte Cassino, ties were forged with the monastic world, 

southern Italy, the radical Milanese Patarenes, and especially Tuscany, where his brother Godfrey the 

Bearded held sway. Stephen furthered the agenda of his predecessors by promoting reform and resisting 

the Normans to the south. Though too brief and illness-ridden to allow any major new projects, his 

pontificate strengthened the influence of key reformers such as Humbert of Silva Candida, Peter Damian, 

and Hildebrand.

When the Roman nobility took advantage of the circumstances after Stephen’s death to regain control of 

the papacy by appointing Benedict X to the chair of Peter, the precariousness of the reformers’ situation 

became clear. Thanks to Duke Godfrey’s military backing, however, the antipope was ousted and the 

reform candidate, Pope Nicholas II, was enthroned. The rest of the book centers on the crucial pontificate 

of Nicholas. The author investigates his previous activity as bishop of Florence (which showed continuity 

with certain themes of his pontificate, so that it can be argued that Nicholas was no mere tool of powerful 

advisors such as Hildebrand) and the cloudy details of his election (which Hägermann convincingly argues 

took place in May of 1058, rather than on December 6). He goes on to treat the synodal and political 

initiatives through which the reform papacy under Nicholas stabilized itself and cemented its control of the 

Roman church and its leadership of ecclesiastical renewal.
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The centerpieces of this discussion, deservedly, are two dramatic innovations: the papal election decree of 

1059 and the papal alliance with the Normans of southern Italy. The author summarizes the substantial 

work that has already been done in these areas, only occasionally adding his own interpretations and 

modifications. For instance, the regulations that were enacted for papal elections, Hägermann maintains, 

were not measures aimed at the retroactive justification of an irregular or contested election in 1058, but 

rather the juridical consequences of the reformers’ principles, meant to ensure the future ascendancy of 

the reform party. He also emphasizes that the prohibition of lay investiture, which was decreed at the 

same synod, was intended as a restriction of lay influence over lower ecclesiastical appointments, and not 

as a challenge to the royal right of episcopal investiture.

In addition, the author contends that the rapprochement with the Normans was not simply a bid for military 

support to replace that of the weakened empire. Instead, it must be viewed within the complex context of 

southern Italian politics, amid the competing claims of the papacy, the empire, Byzantium, Lombard 

princes, and conquering Normans. Nicholas’ reversal of papal policy must therefore be recognized as a 

legal legitimation of the existing power situation, an opportunity to gain feudal overlordship over a large 

portion of the peninsula, and a means by which the reform popes could consolidate jurisdiction over the 

churches of the south, for the sake of reform as well as the rights of the Latin church.

These issues were, without question, of great import for the future of the papacy and of the papal reform. 

Throughout the narrative loom the influential figures of Hildebrand (later Gregory VII), whom Nicholas 

made archdeacon of the Roman church, and Desiderius (later Victor III), abbot of Monte Cassino, both of 

whom left their mark on the strategy of this era of the reform papacy. The rest of the book fills out the story 

of Nicholas II by examining his documentary legacy. Grouped by region, the pope’s known privileges are 

somewhat perfunctorily described, one after the other, and placed within the context of his political and 

ecclesiastical goals. In this way Hägermann attempts to deduce the main lines of papal relations with 

these lands, but the thinness of the treatment militates against more than the most general observations. 

The volume ends with an account of the rupture with the German court at the end of Nicholas’ life, but the 

meager and obscure evidence prevents the formation of a coherent narrative.

Unfortunately, Professor Hägermann passed away on March 30, 2006. Although the manuscript he left 

was in large part finished, and despite the efforts of its editors, the book retains in certain respects the 

character of an incomplete project. There is some degree of redundancy (especially in the initial chapters); 

terminology can be inconsistent (e. g. the synod of 1059 that took place a week after Easter is variously, 

and confusingly, called a Lenten synod and an Easter synod); the organization of material in chapters and 

sections is sometimes disorderly (titles do not always fully correspond to content, and arrangement does 

not always reflect importance); certain parts do not really engage the scholarly literature (e. g. there is a 

heavy reliance on only a handful of works in the diplomatic chapter); and a general conclusion is much 

needed but lacking.
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Nevertheless, these problems are not unexpected in a work interrupted by death, which the author had no 

time to refine. What remains clear is that Hägermann was a scholar of immense learning, thoroughly 

familiar with the complicated state of the sources, and that his interpretations were the fruit of long 

consideration, stretching back to his first forays into this area forty years ago. His last work, a helpful 

compendium of information about several popes who deserve more attention, is a valuable look at a 

critical period in papal history.
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