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Rack of Lambs 
“A defense in the Inquisition is of little use to 
the prisoner,  for a suspicion only is deemed 

sufficient cause for condemnation.”
John Foxe, 1517-1587

tHE NEPHEW OF INNOCENT III, 
Ugolino di Conti, was unanimously chosen 
pope in 1227, calling himself Gregory IX. 
(In those days, nephew was a commonly 
used euphemism for bastard son.)
   Innocent’s self-proclaimed title ‘Ruler of 
the World’ was insufficient for Gregory. 
Calling himself ‘Lord and Master of the 
Universe,’ Gregory claimed dominion not 
only over all people, but over all things.   
   Emperor Frederick—excommunicated 
twice by Gregory for challenging his 
authority—preferred calling him “a 
hypocrite seated on the chair of pestilence, 
anointed with the oil of wickedness.”
   Arguably, Frederick was being charitable. 

By establishing the Papal Inquisition in 1231, 
Gregory began what one historian called 
“the most elaborate, widespread, and 
continuous legal barbarities recorded 
in all of civilized history.”
   Gregory enlisted a zealous priest named 
Konrad von Marburg to interrogate suspected 
heretics in Germany. In just one town among 
many, eighty men, women and children 
confessed (under torture) to consorting with 
Lucifer and were burned at the stake. 
   Konrad accepted virtually every 
accusation of heresy as true, untroubled by 
the fact that under torture a person would 
likely confess to anything. To drum up new 
victims, suspects were encouraged to 
denounce their neighbors in hopes of 
securing a pardon. Konrad went too far, 
however, when he accused Count Henry II 
of taking part in satanic orgies: He was 
ambushed and murdered in 1233, most 
likely by knights in service to Henry.



   Gregory’s decrees of 1234 formalized the 
perpetual servivitude of the Jews, denying 
them participation in political or social life 
until Judgement Day (i.e., forever) and 
culminating eight years later in a mass 
burning of the Talmud and other manuscripts.
   Gregory’s death in 1241 was greeted with 
wild rejoicing by the Romans, and a month 
later the ruling Roman senator, Matteo 
Orsini, locked the college of cardinals in a 
decrepit monastery and ordered them to 
choose a successor. Despite sweltering 
summer heat, stench from over-flowing 
lavatories, and at least one cardinal who 
escaped the ordeal by dropping dead from 
exhaustion, the election dragged on for two 
long months. It wasn’t until Orsini 
threatened to dig up Gregory IX and have 
him cast the tie-breaking vote that the 
surviving cardinals settled on Celestine IV. 
   Celestine IV was intended to be an interim 
pope. Old and in poor health, he cooperated 
by dying a mere seventeen days later—his 
first and only noteworthy act as pope being 
the excommunication of Matteo Orsini. 
   After their harrowing experience in the 
previous conclave, many of the cardinals 
had prudently fled the city, but when they 
finally reconvened a year and a half later, 
they replaced Celestine with the favorite of 
Emperor Frederick, Sinibaldo Fieschi, who 
took the uninspired name of Innocent IV.
    Innocent IV is chiefly remembered for 
officially sanctioning the Inquisition’s use 
of torture, which had previously been 
frowned upon. Predictably, the number of 
extracted confessions soared, confirming 
fears that the Church was under siege by a 
rapidly multiplying scourge of witches and 
demons. (Not an altogether bad thing, since 
the forfeited assets of the victims were split 
between the Church and the Inquisitors—
and sometimes even with the victim’s less-
than-impartial informers.)

   Christian Hell may be only an imaginary 
stick to the carrot of an imaginary Christian 
Heaven, but for suspected heretics facing 
the Inquisition, the former was real enough 
right here on Earth. 
   On one favored instrument of interrogation
—the rack—a victim was first bound by the 
hands and feet, then stretched and beaten 
until every joint in their body was broken or 
dislodged. Braided onto the spokes of a 
large steel and wooden breaking wheel, the 

naked victim was then hoisted onto a post, to 
be exposed to the elements and ‘twirled’ by 
idle passersby joining in the fun.
   The rack and breaking wheel were 
actually among the milder forms of torture 
employed by the Inquisition.  Among the 
tools in a well-equipped inquisitor’s ‘arsenal 
of persuasion’ were the the  self-descriptive 
skull crusher and the vaginal (or rectal) 

pear, as well as the Judas cradle—which 
featured slow impalement in the anus or 
vagina on a pyramid-shaped chair—and the 
iron spider and cat’s paw—heated red-hot 
before being used to rip the breasts or other 
flesh from the body of adulterers and those 
convicted of other hideous sins.
   Those accused of the most unforgivable of 
crimes—such as blaspheming against God 
or the pope—could look forward to the 
dreaded Holy Trinity, in which a red hot 
iron mask was placed on the face, which 
upon cooling was removed, taking the skin 
(and usually, the eyeballs) along with it. 
This was followed by similar treatment of 
the back, and finally, the grisly procedure 
concluded with removal of the victim’s 
blasphemous tongue using red hot pincers.
   Inquisitors who deployed such horrors on 
their unfortunate victims were hardly 
wracked with guilt. Torture was considered 
an instrument of ‘Christ’s loving-kindness’, 
designed only to bring the wretched heretics 
closer to an all-loving, merciful God. ◾


