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 Papal Bullies 
Now we are in the power of a wolf, the most 

rapacious perhaps that this world has ever seen.
The future Pope Leo X, on Alexander VI

tHE FIRST OF TWO POPES FROM THE 
infamous Borgia family of Spain, Callixtus 
III granted two of his nephews cardinalships 
in 1456. In 1492, one of them, 25-year old 
Rodrigo, would succeed Pope Innocent VIII, 
taking the name Alexander VI. 
    Alexander VI was so abominable that even 
unflaggingly apologetic Church historians 
shrink from attempting to defend him. 
Extraordinarily rich as a result of decades 
managing the Church’s finances, Alexander 
gave away castles, palaces, and even his 
twelve-year old daughter Lucrezia to secure 
his election. Meanwhile, his agents 
murdered hundreds among the large crowd 
of Romans that had gathered outside the 
conclave to protest his blatant bribery.

                Pope Alexander VI, by Pinturicchio, 1492-95

   The scheming Lucrezia went on to become 
regarded as the biggest whore in Rome, 
while her brother, Cesare, plunged much of 
Europe into war—ultimately becoming the 
most feared man in Italy, the real life model 
for Machiavelli’s infamous The Prince.  
    Three papal bulls issued by Alexander VI 
in 1493 confirmed Spain’s ownership of the 
discoveries of the conquistadors in the New 
World, while endorsing the enslavement and 
slaughter of natives who refused to convert 
to Christianity. (Over subsequent years, an 
estimated 30 million Aztecs and Mayans 
died from disease, starvation, and murder.) 
   Alexander suppressed books challenging 
Church dogma by establishing the Index of 
Forbidden Books, which maintained its 
censorship authority well into the twentieth 
century. Harsh punishment was meted out to 
transgressors like the Dominican reformer 
Savonarola, burned at the stake in 1498.



    Alexander was adept at appointing 
cardinals through bribery—allegedly 
poisoning at least two to inherit their 
property—and celebrating his political 
conquests with frequent Vatican orgies. 
    At the infamous ‘Joust of the Whores’, 
fifty prostitutes danced naked around the 
pope’s table, then scrambled on all fours for 
chestnuts to exchange for party favours. 
Master of ceremonies Johann Burchard 
personally witnessed Alexander’s unbridled 
debauchery and confidently reported that 
“the pope's Christianity was a pretence.”
    Alexander's revelry was cut short in 1503, 
however, when he contracted malaria or—
according to some accounts—accidentally 
drank poison intended for a defiant cardinal. 
Reportedly, his last words were “I am coming, 
I am coming. It is just … But wait a little!”
   Several men were needed to stomp the 
pope’s bloated, syphilitic corpse into its 
undersized coffin. Alexander’s naked body
—described by one attending ambassador as 
“the ugliest, most monstrous and horrible 
that was ever seen”—was then covered with 
a few scraps of tapestry, all that remained 
after Cesare's henchmen looted the pope's 
apartments, which, mercifully, were 
officially sealed off for the next 386 years). 
    Alexander’s death was met with immense 
celebration in the streets of Rome, and the 
pope’s doctor was reportedly showered with 
gifts for failing to keep him alive.
    Pope Pius III, who followed Alexander, 
forbade the saying of Mass for the disgraced 
pope’s ‘damned’ soul, then gave up the 
ghost himself after only 17 days in office.
(According to some accounts, he was 
poisoned at the behest of a political enemy.)
After distributing the by now customary 
bribes, Sixtus IV’s nephew, Giuliano della 
Rovere, replaced Pius as Pope Julius II.   

The deliberations lasted only a few hours, 
the shortest papal conclave in history. 
    The new pope was affectionately known as 

‘Il Terrible’ by the common people of Rome. 
A ruthless, violent drunkard, Julius is most 
known for bullying Michelangelo into paint-
ing the ceiling of Sixtus’s newly-built chapel.
    Both art and religion, however, were little
more than hobbies to Julius, who spent most 
of his pontificate engaged in expensive 
military campaigns. (Upon viewing a newly 
carved statue of himself, the enraged pope 
demanded that Michelangelo replace the 
Bible the figure held in its hand with a 
sword, exclaiming, “What do I know of the 
Bible? … I am a warrior!”)
    The 19th-century German theological 
historian, Ferdinand Gregorovius, wrote that 
Julius had “not a trace of Christian piety in 
him” and held his flock in utter contempt. 
As if to confirm his verdict, Julius once 
shamelessly declared, “Christians are the 
unstable, unlettered, superstitious masses.”  
    Julius’s military and artistic exploits were 
not entirely in vain, however. He transformed 
the Papal States into a force that would 
endure for three-and-a-half centuries, and 
left an enduring cultural legacy with his 
support of great Renaissance artists like 
Michelangelo, Raphael, and Bramante.
   But his achievements came at great cost to 
the Church. Having depleted the papal 
treasury with his endless warfare, Julius was 
forced to finance the rebuilding of St. Peters 
Basilica by jacking up the sale of indulgences. 
That effort would prove to be the final straw 
for Martin Luther, lighting the match that 
would ultimately spark the Reformation.
    Ironically, in declaring “no sacrifice too 
great” to build the greatest church in all of 
Christendom, Julius may have sacrificed the 
unity of Christendom itself. ◾                                  


