
Renaissance Popes and what they did 
Source: McBrien, Richard; Lives of the Popes, Harper Collins, San Francisco, 1997. 
 
Nicholas V (1447-1455)  

• The first Renaissance Pope.  

• His book collection formed the nucleus of the Vatican Library 

• Was Pope when Constantinople fell 

• Tried to organize a crusade to retake Constantinople; couldn’t raise the funds 
 
Calixtus III (Spanish, 1455-1458) 

• Tried to finance a fleet to retake Constantinople 
(Indulgences, taxes, selling Vatican artworks/books) 

• French and Germans objected to heavy-handed fundraising tactics. 

• Made two nephews into Cardinals, one of whom became Pope Alexander VI 
(nepotism) 

 
Pius II (1458-1464) 

• Encouraged arts and literature to thrive 

• Called for Crusade against the Turks 
o Met opposition from rulers because of funding concerns 

o Blamed church councils for his weakness and opposed conciliarism 

• Went on Crusade anyway and died in transit 
 
Paul II (1464-1471) 

• A true medieval Pope, the only one of this period who was not a humanist 

• Banned the study of pagan poetry, such as Virgil and Homer 

• Angered humanists and was one of the least popular Popes in history 

• Also tried to send a Crusade to Constantinople and also failed 
 
Sixtus IV (1471-1484) 

• Sistine Chapel begun and named after him 

• Authorized Spanish Inquisition 

• Made two nephews cardinals, one of whom became Pope Julius II 

• Wanted a Crusade against Turks but rulers still didn’t really care for it 

• Drained treasury and approved the sale of indulgences to replenish it 

• Paid little attention to qualifications when creating cardinals 

• Was more of a secular prince than a Pope 



 
Innocent VIII (1484-1492) 

• Preoccupied with worldly affairs rather than the church 

• Ruled like a prince 

• Made Giovanni de’ Medici, the 13-year-old son of Lorenzo the Magnificent, into a 
cardinal, later to become Pope Leo X 

• Tried and failed to send a Crusade against the Turks 

• So instead he accepted a yearly payment from the Ottoman Sultan  
 
Alexander VI (Spanish – named Rodrigo Borgia or Borja; 1492-1503) 

• The most infamous Pope in history 

• Nephew of Calixtus III 

• Elected Pope because he paid off the competition 

• Father of Cesare and Lucrezia Borgia 

• Probably fathered at least one child with Lucrezia, his daughter 

• When he was out of town, Lucrezia ruled in his place as Pope. 
 
Julius II (the Warrior Pope, 1503-1513) 

• Actually led armies into battle in order to reclaim power over the Papal States that 
had been lost during the Great Schism 

• Hired Michelangelo to paint Sistine Chapel; also hired Raphael 

• Financed construction of new Saint Peter’s Basilica through sale of indulgences 

• Introduced the Swiss Guard as the permanent security detail of the Holy See 
 
Leo X (1513-1521) 

• Was really named Giovanni de Medici and was son to Lorenzo the Magnificent 

• Helped to place his nephew Lorenzo II into power in Florence in 1513 

• Authorized sale of indulgences by Archbishop Albrecht of Mainz, which would 
upset Martin Luther in 1517 

• Pope during the initial years of the Lutheran Reformation – made the mistake of 
ignoring it 

• Last of the true Renaissance Popes 
 


