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 The Road to Hell 
Christ’s power is infinite, and 
if I lean on him it will be mine. 

Pope Pius IX, 1903

tHE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY ushered 
in the Age of Enlightenment, but the 
irrationality, superstition and tyranny of the 
Dark Ages continued to hold sway over the 
papacy and the Roman Catholic Church.        
   Pope Pius VI died in captivity in 1799, a 
prisoner of Napoleon. Having been expelled 
from Rome by the French, the college of 
cardinals met in Venice and—after a six 
month deadlock—elected a compromise 
candidate who took the name Pius VII. 
   The invading French had seized the 
Vatican’s tiaras, and for his consecration 
Pius was forced to don a papier-mâché 
replica. (Decorated with jewels donated by 
wealthy Romans, it was used a lightweight 
alternative for decades afterward.)
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After signing a concordat with France, Pius 
VII presided at Napoleon’s coronation as 
Emperor in 1804—during which the pope 
was generously gifted with a new tiara.
   Five years later, however, Napoleon once 
again invaded the Papal States, taking Pius 
VII prisoner and transporting him to France. 
(The imperial troops guarding Pius were 
apparently quite impressed with the pope 
during his captivity, especially after he 
reportedly entered into a trance and levitated 
over the altar while celebrating Mass.) 
   Pius returned to Rome in 1814 after the 
French defeat, and was greeted as a hero 
and defender of the faith. Apparently 
determined to demolish his newfound 
popularity, however, he immediately 
revived the Inquisition, reinstated the Index 
of Condemned Books, and re-instituted the 
confinement of Jews to the Ghetto, which 
had previously been abolished by Napoleon.



   When Pius VII died in 1823, the conclave 
was once again deadlocked, and desperate 
to resolve the impasse, the cardinals elected   
the ailing Annibale della Genga as a stopgap 
pope, assuming him to be near death’s door.        
   Taking the name Leo XII, the new pope 
proclaimed, “You are electing a dead man!” 
Sure enough, Leo fell gravely ill and was 
given last rites on Christmas Eve, but a
benevolent bishop named Strambi 
intervened, offering up his own life in 
exchange for Leo’s. (Apparently God heard 
his appeal: Leo miraculously recovered, 
while Strambi died on New Years Day.)
   The newly invigorated Leo would rule for 
another five years, going on to become one 
of the most reactionary and tyrannical popes 
in history, condemning religious toleration 
and establishing a virtual papal police state.  
   Leo’s successor, Pius VIII, died less than 
two years into his pontificate (rumors he 
was poisoned have never been proven). 
His successor, Gregory XVI, assumed the 
papal throne on Groundhog Day of 1831, 
and—seeing the waves of modernization 
that were sweeping over Europe at the time
—hastily retreated back into his burrow. 
   Gregory had published a book whose title 
neatly summarized his attitude toward 
scientific progress: The Triumph of the Holy 
See and the Church Against the Attacks of 
the Innovators. Among the ‘innovations’ 
Gregory outlawed were gas lighting and 
railways, which he called ‘Roads to Hell’
 (chemins d’enfer, a clever pun on the 
French chemin de fer—literally, iron road).
   Gregory’s successor, Pius IX, elected in 
1846, quickly established himself as the 
most despotic pope since the Middle Ages.
His Syllabus of Errors condemned 
separation of Church and State, freedom of 
religion, scientific progress and liberalism—
in short, virtually all of modern civilization. 

   To eliminate any possible doubt about his 
judgement in secular matters, Pius convened 
the First Vatican Council in 1869, which 
predictably declared the pope infallible. 
(Although not quite immortal: Pius died in 
1878, after the longest pontificate in the 
Church’s history—over 31 years.)
   The pope’s draconian policies were not 
universally popular: Pius IX in Italian is 
‘Pio Nono’— which the Romans lampooned 
as ‘Pio No-No’—and during his funeral 
cortege, his coffin narrowly escaped being 
thrown in the Tiber by Italian nationalists.
   Leo XIII, who followed Pius IX, went on 
to become the oldest pope in history, 
working 16-hour days until the age of 93. 
(Leo’s work ethic may have been fortified 
by his addiction to the cocaine-laced wine 
tonic Vin Mariani, the inspiration for 
another popular beverage, Coca-Cola.)
   Pius X followed Leo in 1903, and 
promptly ordered the clergy to swear an 
oath against Modernism, which he labelled 
‘the synthesis of all heresies.’ (Among the 
only forty obstinate clerics who refused was 
Angelo Roncalli, who half a century later 
would become Pope John XXIII. )
   The Inquisition officially ended in 1813, 
but Pius reinstated it as the Supreme Sacred 
Congregation of the Holy Office—thereby 
ensuring that the Church would go on 
tormenting troublemakers (albeit a bit more 
euphemistically) for nearly another century. 
   A big fan of Gregorian chant, Pius was 
determined to ‘purify’ liturgical music, and 
banned all instrumental accompaniment 
apart from the organ, as well as the singing 
of hymns in  any language except Latin.  
Held in particular contempt was the 
saxophone, which according to Pius, “gave 
particular concern for disgust and scandal.” 
   He could easily have been referring to the 
Church itself. ◾


