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 1. Standard Operating Procedure

The Paper Trail

No one goes in and nothing comes out.

—A VATICAN ARCHIVIST, 1877 

Theology, sir, is a fortress; no crack

in a fortress may be accounted small.

—REVEREND HALE, THE CRUCIBLE, 1953 


 


The Palace

 


ON A HOT FALL day in Rome not long ago, I crossed the vast expanse of St. Peter’s Square, paused momentarily in the shade beneath a curving flank of Bernini’s colonnade, and continued a little way beyond to a Swiss Guard standing impassively at a wrought-iron gate, the Porta Cavalleggeri. He examined my credentials, handed them back, and saluted smartly. I hadn’t expected the grand gesture, and almost returned the salute instinctively, but then realized it was intended for a cardinal waddling into the Vatican from behind me.


 Just inside the gate, at Piazza del Sant’Uffizio 11, stands a Renaissance palazzo with the ruddy ocher-and-cream complexion of so many buildings in the city. This is the headquarters of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, whose job, in the words of the Apostolic Constitution, Pastor bonus, promulgated in 1988 by Pope John Paul II, is “to promote and safeguard the doctrine on faith and morals throughout the Catholic world.” Pastor bonus goes on: “For this reason, everything which in any way touches such matter falls within its competence.”  It is an expansive charge. The CDF is one of nine Vatican congregations that together make up the administrative apparatus of the Holy See, but it dominates all the others. Every significant document or decision emanating from anywhere inside the Vatican must get a sign-off from the CDF.

The Congregation also generates plenty of rulings of its own. The Vatican’s pronouncements during the past decade in opposition to cloning and same-sex marriage originated in the CDF. So did the directive ordering Catholic parishes not to give the names of past or present congregants to the Genealogical Society of Utah, a move that reflects the Vatican’s “grave reservations” about the Mormon practice of posthumous baptism. The declaration Dominus Jesus, issued in 2000, which reiterated that the Catholic Church is the only true church of Christ and the only assured means of salvation, is a CDF document.  Because the Congregation is responsible for clerical discipline, its actions—and inactions—are central to the pedophilia scandals that have shaken the Catholic Church. For more than two decades, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith was headed by Cardinal Josef Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict XVI, who during his long reign as prefect was known as the enforcer and sometimes as the Panzerkardinal—bane of liberals, scourge of dissidents, and bulwark of orthodoxy narrowly construed. The Congregation has been around for a very long time, although until the Second Vatican Council it was called something else: the Congregation of the Holy Office. From the lips of old Vatican hands and Church functionaries everywhere, one still hears shorthand references to “the Holy Office,” much as one hears “Whitehall,” “Foggy Bottom,” or “the Kremlin.”

 But before the Congregation became the Holy Office, it went by yet another name: as late as 1908, it was known as the Sacred Congregation of the Holy Roman and Universal Inquisition. Lenny Bruce once joked that there was only one “the Church.” The Sacred Congregation of the Universal Inquisition was the headquarters of the Inquisition—the centuries-long effort by the Church to deal with its perceived enemies, within and without, by whatever means necessary, including some very brutal ones. For understandable reasons, no one at the Vatican these days refers to the Congregation as “the Inquisition” except ironically. The members of the papal curia are famously tone-deaf when it comes to public relations—these are men who in recent years have invited a Holocaust-denying bishop to return to the Church,  have tried to persuade Africans that the use of condoms will make the AIDS crisis worse,  and have told the indigenous peoples of Latin America that their religious beliefs are “a step backward” —but even the curia came to appreciate that the term had outlived its usefulness, although it took a few centuries.

It’s easy to change a name, not so easy to engage in genetic engineering (which the Church would not encourage in any case). The CDF grew organically out of the Inquisition, and the modern office cannot escape the imprint. Ratzinger, when he was still a cardinal, was sometimes referred to as the grand inquisitor. New York’s John Cardinal O’Connor once introduced the visiting Ratzinger that way from a pulpit in Manhattan—a not entirely successful way to break the ice.  The epithet may have originated in “the fevered minds of some progressive Catholics,” as a Ratzinger fan site on the Web explains, but it became widespread nonetheless. (In response to a Frequently Asked Question, the same site offers: “Good grief. No, Virginia, Cardinal Ratzinger was not a Nazi.”) 

The palazzo that today houses the Congregation was originally built to lodge the Inquisition when the papacy, in 1542, amid the onslaught of Protestantism and other forms of heresy, decided that the Church’s intermittent and far-flung inquisitorial investigations, which had commenced during the Middle Ages, needed to be brought under some sort of centralized control—a spiritual Department of Homeland Security, as it were. Pope Paul III considered this task so urgent that for several years construction on the basilica of St. Peter’s was suspended and the laborers diverted, so that work could be completed on the palace of the Inquisition.  At one time the palazzo held not only clerical offices but also prison cells. Giordano Bruno, the philosopher and cosmologist, was confined for a period in this building, before being burned at the stake in Rome’s Campo dei Fiori, in 1600.

 When I first set foot in the palazzo, a decade ago, it was somewhat shabby and ramshackle, like so much of Rome and, indeed, like more of the Vatican than one might imagine.  Outside,Vespas tilted against kickstands. In a hallway beyond the courtyard, a hand-lettered sign pointed the way to an espresso machine. A telephone on the wall dated to the 1950s. Here and there, paint flaked from ceilings and furniture. But the Congregation has a Web site now, and e-mail, and a message from Piazza del Sant’Uffizio 11 can still fray nerves in theology departments and diocesan chanceries around the world.

The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith inherited more than the Inquisition’s institutional DNA and its place on the organizational charts. It also inherited much of the paper trail. The bulk of the Vatican’s records are part of the so-called Archivio Segreto, and for the most part are stored in a vast underground bunker below a former observatory.  (Segreto, though translated as “secret,” carries the connotation “private” or “personal” rather than “classified.”) But the Vatican’s holdings are so great—the indexes alone fill 35,000 volumes—that many records must be squirreled away elsewhere. The Inquisition records are kept mainly in the Palazzo del Sant’Uffizio itself, and for four and a half centuries—up until 1998—that archive was closed to outsiders.


 At the time of my first visit, the Inquisition archive—officially, the Archivio della Congregazione per la Dottrina della Fede—spilled from room to room and floor to floor in the palazzo’s western wing, filling about twenty rooms in all. It was under twenty-four-hour papal surveillance, watched over by a marble bust of Pius XII, a stern and enigmatic pontiff and now a candidate for sainthood, despite his troubling record in the face of the Holocaust. Pius was assisted in his duties by the sixteenth-century cardinal-inquisitor and papal censor Robert Bellarmine, whose portrait dominated a nearby wall, larger in oil than he was in life. The rooms were bathed in a soft yellow light. A spiral staircase connected upper and lower levels. Dark bookshelves stood in tight rows, sagging under thick bundles of documents. Many were tied up with string in vellum wrappers, like so much laundry. Others were bound as books. The spines displayed Latin notations in an elegant antique hand. Some indicated subject matter: “De Spiritismo,” “De Hypnotismo,” “De Magnetismo Animale.” Most were something else entirely. They contained the records of individual cases and also the minutes of the Inquisition’s thrice-weekly meetings going back half a millennium. The meetings were held on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays, and the pope himself presided once a week.

The cataloguing is by modern standards haphazard, even chaotic, reflecting centuries of handling and the peculiar organizational psychology of the Holy See. As one scholar has noted, the Vatican archives were arranged in a way that made sense for the curia, not for the convenience of modern historians.  Pull down a bundle and you may stumble on internal deliberations over the censorship of René Descartes. Pull down another and you may discover some Renaissance cardinal-inquisitor’s personal papers: the original handwritten records of all his investigations, chronologically arranged; a bureaucratic autobiography—he was proud of what he had achieved—with reflective comments scrawled in the margins; and here and there a small black cross indicating that a sentence had been duly carried out. Pull down a third bundle and you may find an account of a routine meeting, the sudden insertion here and there of several black dots by the notary indicating that the inquisitors had gone into executive session and the notary had been dismissed from the room—a more reliable procedure than the modern practice, employed by intelligence and law-enforcement agencies, of “redacting” a sensitive document with heavy black bars. No court order or Freedom of Information Act can unlock what the black dots conceal.

 The atmosphere in the reading room is one of warmth and stillness. Hints of slowly crumbling leather hang in the air. A few scholars sit at tables. No one talks: silentio is the explicit rule. Espresso must be left outside. Smoking is prohibited. The physical experience is that afforded by any ancient library, enfolding and reassuring—which serves only to heighten a sense of psychic disconnection. When the Archivio was first opened, a Vatican official, Cardinal Achille Silvestrini, expressed the hope that it might contain “some pleasant surprises.”  But the record preserved on the millions of pages in these rooms is mainly grim: a record of lives disrupted and sometimes summarily put to an end; of ideas called into question and often suppressed; of voices silenced, temporarily or forever; of blind bureaucratic inertia harnessed to moral certainty and to earthly and spiritual power. It is a record of actions taken in the name of religion, though the implications go beyond religion.

Any archive is a repository of what some sliver of civilization has wrought, for good or ill. This one is no exception. The Archivio may owe its existence to the Inquisition, but it helps explain the world that exists today. In our imaginations, we offhandedly associate the term “inquisition” with the term “Dark Ages.” But consider what an inquisition—any inquisition—really is: a set of disciplinary procedures targeting specific groups, codified in law, organized systematically, enforced by surveillance, exemplified by severity, sustained over time, backed by institutional power, and justified by a vision of the one true path. Considered that way, the Inquisition is more accurately viewed not as a relic but as a harbinger.

 


 A 700-Year Trial

 


Say what you will about the Inquisition, but it was an unequivocal success in one respect: everyone knows its name. And everyone knows at least enough to throw its name around casually, to summon the Inquisition as a metaphor, to exploit it for entertainment, to wield it in argument as a quiet stiletto or a clumsy bludgeon.

“No one expects the Spanish Inquisition,” cries Monty Python’s Michael Palin, bursting into a room in a cardinal’s robes.  In the movie History of the World: Part 1, the Inquisition becomes a showstopping Mel Brooks dance number: “The Inquisition (What a show!). / The Inquisition (Here we go!).”  You could compile a substantial monograph on just the Inquisition’s contribution to the field of humor. An apt epigraph for it would be Woody Allen’s observation that “Comedy is tragedy plus time.” 

On ABC’s Good Morning America, the political commentator Cokie Roberts was asked about government officials who had become the focus of special investigations: “Cokie, you talk to these people a lot. Do they feel like they’re targets of the Inquisition?”  On Fox News, the anchorman Brit Hume described media scrutiny of Sarah Palin’s record in Alaska as “the full Inquisition treatment.”  In Fortune, a column about captains of finance who were summoned to testify on Capitol Hill carried the title “The Inquisition Convenes in Washington.” 

Sometimes the references become more specific. In an interview with Kenneth Starr, whose investigations of President Bill Clinton’s affair with Monica Lewinsky resulted in the exhaustive Starr Report, Diane Sawyer began by noting that Starr had been “compared to Saddam Hussein, Nero, to Torquemada, who was the head of the Inquisition.” Starr replied, “I had to learn who Torquemada was. Yeah . . . that was a new one to me.”  Gore Vidal already knew, of course. Looking back on his life in an interview, the aging and acerbic writer attacked various members of the Kennedy family, as he had often done, singling out Bobby as “a phony, a little Torquemada.”  The columnist Taki Theodoracopulos, criticizing the tactics of Carla Del Ponte, the chief prosecutor of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, raised the specter of defendants’ “being railroaded by a Swiss woman who thinks she’s Torquemada, and looks like him to boot.”  The comparisons are often flip—but just as often deadly serious. Maureen Dowd, writing about the sex-abuse scandal that reaches to the highest levels of the Church, headlined a column “Should There Be an Inquisition for the Pope?” 

 No series of events in recent times has produced more invocations of the Inquisition than the prosecution of the war on terror since September 11, 2001. The enactment of tough new legal instruments, the use of extralegal surveillance, the detention without trial of suspected enemies, the reliance on torture in interrogations, the pervading atmosphere of religious suspicion: taken together, these developments help account for the fact that a Google search of “inquisition” today yields upward of eight million entries.

For all its familiarity as a reference point, the real Inquisition remains very little known. Few people can relate even a handful of basic historical facts about it. When did it start, and why? How long did it last? What countries did it affect? How was it conducted? What consequences did it have? How did it end? Does it, in various guises, reside with us still? And what, in the end, do we even mean by that word “it”? At best, common knowledge encompasses not much more than this: the Inquisition took place in the distant past, promoted persecution of the Jews, and notably employed torture and burning at the stake. All true enough, but just a small portion of the story.

Though its influence waxed and waned, the Inquisition continued in one form or another for more than seven hundred years.  It touched on episodes as diverse as the suppression of the Knights Templar and the siege of the heretic fortress at Montségur. It intervened in the lives of Galileo and Graham Greene. Associated most commonly with the persecution of the Jews, the Inquisition was in fact far more wide-ranging in its targets, and initially was not much concerned with Jews at all. Indeed, the Inquisition’s specific warrant was to enforce discipline among members of the Church, not those outside it: people who had fallen into error, who had embraced heretical movements, or who had in some other way loosened the bonds of faith. 

 In the year 1231 Pope Gregory IX appointed the first “inquisitors of heretical depravity” to serve as explicit papal agents. Thus began what is called the Medieval Inquisition, which was launched to deal with the menace posed to the Church by Christian heretics, notably the Cathars of southern France. The newly established Dominican Order, whose priests and nuns are identifiable to this day by their white habits, was instrumental in combating the Cathar heresy. Its founder, Dominic Guzmán, is the man celebrated in the 1963 song “Dominique,” by the Singing Nun (said to be the only Belgian song ever to hit No. 1 on the American charts).  The inquisitors solicited denunciations and, as their name implies, conducted interrogations. Their efforts were highly localized—there was no central command. The inquisitors were aided in their work by the papal bull Ad extirpanda, promulgated in 1252, which justified and encouraged the use of torture, wielding philosophical arguments that have never wanted for advocates and that would eventually echo in the White House and the Justice Department. Within a century, the work of the Medieval Inquisition was largely done. One modern writer, reflecting on what makes inquisitions come to an end, calls attention to a simple reason: an eventual shortage of combustible material.  The Dominicans were nothing if not thorough. As a Catholic growing up with many Jesuit friends, I remember hearing a comment about the difference between Dominicans and Jesuits: Both orders were created to fight the Church’s enemies—Cathars in the one case, Protestants in the other. The difference: Have you ever met a Cathar?

 A second chapter, the Spanish Inquisition, commenced in the late fifteenth century. As King Ferdinand of Aragon and Queen Isabella of Castile consolidated their rule, the Inquisition in a recently unified Spain pursued its targets independent of Rome. It was effectively an arm of the government, and the monarchs appointed its personnel. The Spanish Inquisition was directed primarily at Jews who had converted to Christianity and whose conversions were suspect—in other words, who were thought to be (or said to be) secretly “judaizing,” or reverting to Judaism. It also focused its efforts on the many Christianized Muslims, who might likewise be reverting to the faith of their heritage. The first inquisitor general in Spain, Tomás de Torquemada, a Dominican monk, embarked on a career that made his name synonymous with the Inquisition as a whole, sending some 2,000 people to be burned at the stake within a matter of years. The Inquisition in Spain would lead to a cataclysm: the expulsion, in 1492, of unconverted Jews from the kingdom.

Because the domains of the Spanish sovereigns eventually extended to Asia and America, the Inquisition traveled far beyond Iberia. It was active in areas of what is now the United States—New Mexico, for instance. In Santa Fe, religious disputes in which the Inquisition played a role led to executions outside the Palace of the Governors, on the plaza, within sight of today’s boutique restaurants and upscale art galleries. From Spain the Inquisition spread to Portugal and thence to the Portuguese Empire. It could be found operating in Brazil and India, and in places between and beyond.

The Spanish Inquisition ended at different times in different places. It survived in Mexico until 1820, when independence from Spain was just a few months away, and in Spain itself until 1834, when a royal decree abolished it once and for all. It conducted its last execution in 1826—the victim was a Spanish schoolmaster named Cayetano Ripoll, who had been convicted of heresy. (He was hanged rather than burned at the stake.)  In some ultraconservative Catholic precincts there are those who contemplate the record of the Spanish Inquisition with at most a shrug: Yes, the methods were perhaps too enthusiastic—but it was a different time. Let’s not be anachronistic. And don’t forget the threat to the Church! A group of Catholic clerics and activist laypeople are today pressing to have Queen Isabella declared a saint. 

 The third but not quite final chapter of the Inquisition, the so-called Roman Inquisition, began in the sixteenth century with the advent of the Reformation. This is the inquisition for which the palazzo was built. The main focus of the Roman Inquisition was Protestantism, but it did not spare Jews, homosexuals, people accused of practicing witchcraft, and certain kinds of quirky or annoying freethinkers and gadflies who might today be called “public intellectuals.” With the Roman Inquisition, the inquisitorial process was for the first time lodged in an organ of state under direct papal supervision. It was a centralized bureaucracy overseen by a papal inquisitor general, whose job was often a stepping-stone to the papacy itself. In the latter half of the sixteenth century, no fewer than three grand inquisitors went on to become pope. The inquisitorial bureaucracy was a fertile recruiting ground for bishops and cardinals.  It populated the curia the way the security services now staff the Kremlin. The operations of the Sacred Congregation of the Universal Inquisition were entwined with those of the Congregation of the Index, which oversaw censorship efforts—this at a time when the diffusion of the printing press had made ideas more dangerous, and censorship more difficult, than ever before. It was the Roman Inquisition that put Galileo on trial for his arguments about the heavens. In some ways it behaved like a modern institution—its rhythms and procedures, and even its inanities, will be recognizable to anyone with experience of a large bureaucracy. But the chief target was modernity itself, and the ideas and cast of mind that underlay it.

In 1870, the unification of Italy brought about the demise of the Papal States, the domains where the pope ruled as a temporal monarch. Except for matters of purely internal Church discipline, which carry no threat of secular penalty or physical harm but which can stifle intellectual life and dissent all the same, the Roman Inquisition was at an end. It would take almost sixty years for the pope’s dominion over the tiny walled 108-acre rump state of Vatican City to be recognized by Italy, in a concordat signed by Benito Mussolini and Pope Pius XI. By then, the Congregation of the Inquisition had disappeared into the organizational charts of the Roman curia, though as one historian observes, “No death certificate has ever been issued.”  The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith preserves the processes and functions of the Roman Inquisition in milder form. Until the 1960s, it remained in the business of censoring and banning books, though few took heed, and some of those who did pay attention did so for the wrong reasons. During my Catholic childhood, the relegation of a book to the Papal Index seemed to serve mainly as an inducement (though not always a reliable one, as those who tried reading Hobbes or Pascal under the covers with a flashlight will have discovered). Following the practice of the old Inquisition, the CDF still holds regular weekly meetings. It is to the Congregation that bishops, papal envoys, and others send complaints about teaching and theology—the modern-day analogue of medieval denunciations, though the official term is not “denunciation” but “delation,” as if to suggest referral for a medical procedure. I have sometimes found myself conflating the CDF with the CDC—the Centers for Disease Control. There is a certain parallel.

 The Inquisition, plainly, is not what it was. And yet in some ways it is as robust as ever. The historian Edward Peters has noted that the long decline of the actual Inquisition over the centuries was paralleled by the rise of a metaphorical Inquisition that lives on in folklore and popular culture, in works of art and literature, in comedy and polemic.  Partly this was a response to, even a mythologizing of, a receding past—a coming to terms with what the Church had done, as perceived through many lenses. Partly it was a response to an evolving present. The world may have been rushing toward whatever we mean by “modernity,” but the methods and mind-set of the Inquisition were clearly not confined to the Church. They had taken on lives of their own and could be found in the institutions of the secular world. Arthur Koestler set his inquisitorial novel, Darkness at Noon, in a simulacrum of Stalin’s Russia, at the height of the purges in the 1930s. In the late 1940s, Justice Robert H. Jackson, the chief American prosecutor at Nuremberg, cited the Inquisition in his summation at the close of the trial of major Nazi war criminals.  In the 1950s, Arthur Miller evoked the witch hunts of colonial Massachusetts in his play The Crucible, a parable of the McCarthy era. Other writers—Aldous Huxley, Ray Bradbury, George Orwell—looked ahead to imagined societies, just over the horizon, where inquisitions of some kind had won control. To conduct surveillance, to impose belief, to censor, to manipulate, to punish people who think differently from those in power: in the modern world the inquisitorial dynamic was more in evidence than ever, and enabled by ever more powerful instruments.

 Dostoyevsky’s tale “The Grand Inquisitor,” in The Brothers Karamazov, is as much a secular parable as a theological one—it is about the corruption of any faith. Dostoyevsky wrestled with religious questions all his life. He also suffered censorship and imprisonment at the hands of the czarist state. On one occasion he endured the trauma of what turned out to be a mock execution. In “The Grand Inquisitor,” Jesus returns to the living world—to Seville, “in the most horrible time of the Inquisition”—and is brought before the leading cleric for interrogation. Jesus himself never speaks, but the Grand Inquisitor delivers a scathing indictment, condemning Jesus for the gift of moral freedom, which mankind can neither comprehend nor wisely use. But no matter. The Church understands full well the implication—understands that moral freedom leads only to trouble—and so has taken steps to curb it. The Grand Inquisitor tells Jesus, “We have corrected your deed. . . . And mankind rejoiced that they were once more led like sheep.” And he asks, “Why have you come to hinder us now?”

 In the end, Jesus makes no answer, save to kiss the old man on the lips. The Grand Inquisitor sets him free, but with this injunction: “Go, and do not come again.” 

 


Into the Archives

 


The speed limit for motor vehicles inside Vatican City is 20 miles an hour. The forward motion of the curial bureaucracy is slower, as you’d expect with gerontocrats at the wheel. The Holy See takes its time. In 1979, the historian Carlo Ginzburg wrote a letter to Karol Wojtyla, who had recently been installed as Pope John Paul II. Ginzburg, who is Jewish, had firsthand experience of hatred and persecution. His father, Leone, was an anti-fascist agitator who was beaten to death by the Nazis, and young Carlo spent the war in hiding with his non-Jewish maternal grandmother, under the name Carlo Tanzi. In his letter, Ginzburg petitioned the pope to open the Archivio to scholars. Ginzburg no longer has a copy of what he sent—it is probably under seal in the archives somewhere—but he remembers that it began like this: “Chi le scrivo e uno storico ebreo, ateo, che ha lavorato per molti anni sui documenti dell’Inquisizione”—“The writer of the present letter is a Jewish historian, an atheist, who has been working for many years on inquisitorial papers.”

He heard nothing for nearly twenty years, until, in 1998, he received a letter from Ratzinger inviting him to the opening of the Archivio. Ah, bad luck: he had a conflict, Ginzburg wrote back. Then came a phone call from a monsignor at the Vatican. Ginzburg again demurred. “That’s a pity,” said the monsignor, “because your letter played a role in the opening of the Sant’Uffizio archive.” “Which letter?” was Ginzburg’s reaction. The monsignor said, “Your letter to the pope.” “What a memory!” Ginzburg replied.  He found a way to change his plans. The Archivio was not opened fully—scholars could examine documents only up to the death of Pope Leo XIII, in 1903. (“Naturally,” said a Vatican official, without elaboration.) But it was a start. “We know all the sins of the Church,” Cardinal Ratzinger said in making the announcement, “and I hope more will not be added to them.” 

 In the academic and religious worlds, the partial opening of the Archivio was a very big deal. It was marked in Rome by two conclaves of Inquisition scholars. Ratzinger was present at the first of them, and the pope himself welcomed participants at the second. The ravages of Parkinson’s disease hampered John Paul’s speech, and those who heard him didn’t quite know what he had said until a transcript was made available the next day.  Among other things, John Paul asked the historians not to “overstep the boundaries of their discipline and give an ethical verdict” on the Church’s behavior.  Two years later, on Ash Wednesday 2000, the pope led a penitential procession through the streets of Rome to apologize for errors and misdeeds of the past—including, prominently, the Inquisition. Pointedly, the apology referred to deeds done by followers of the Church rather than by the Church itself. 

The man who today presides over the Archivio is Monsignor Alejandro Cifres Giménez, fifty-one, a diminutive Spaniard from Valencia (the city where, as it happens, the Spanish Inquisition’s last execution took place). Cifres is mild-mannered, genial, and competent. He sometimes displays a dry sense of humor. When I asked him whether the magazine I work for was being considered for papal condemnation, he said, “Not yet.” He listens to country-and-western music, has a CD player in his car, and once revealed that among his favorite movies is Happy, Texas, a comedy about convicts on the lam who disguise themselves as gay beauty-pageant coaches, which would probably have earned two thumbs down from the Papal Index. Cifres is not a historian. He is by training a theologian, and also a certified archivist and paleographer. He was brought to the Archivio to be an administrator, his superiors recognizing that the superannuated clerics who had long overseen the Inquisition’s documents were not what an open archive demanded. Cifres obeyed the orders of his bishop and came to work at the Congregation, and directly for Josef Ratzinger. It was Cifres who made the call to Ginzburg.

 The first time I met him, he led the way down a hall to his office near the stacks. I dawdled a little, to read the writing on the document boxes. The Archivio consists essentially of two parts. One is the historical archive, the Stanza Storica, which contains the old files of the Congregations of the Inquisition, the Holy Office, and the Index. But the Congregation is also a living administrative entity—it does Church business and generates paperwork every day, which becomes part of the active archive. A lot of that paperwork—about theological issues, about problems with the clergy—is highly sensitive. Theologians are still called to Rome, and are disciplined or silenced, sometimes after procedures akin to trials. Walking down the hall, I paused at a few shelves of modern files. Msgr. Cifres came back, took me by the elbow, and led me along. When I asked him what the files pertained to, he replied, “How do you say? Defrockings?” On that visit, I didn’t see as many defrocking files as I had imagined there would be, given the immensity of the pedophilia scandals. The shelves are surely groaning now.

Sitting behind his desk, in Roman collar and black, short-sleeved clerical shirt, Cifres tried to convey a sense of how complicated his position is. To begin with, money is tight. In earlier times, the Inquisition could rely on a certain amount of revenue from confiscations (though not nearly as much, historians say, as has sometimes been alleged). Confiscation, happily, is no longer an option. Cifres had created a Friends of the Inquisition Archives program—Tabularii Amicorum Consociato, to give it the official name—to raise money from private donations. He also charges a modest fee for use of the Archivio. He did not mention plans for a gift shop.


 The filing system also presents challenges. There is a logic to it, but it is not a familiar logic. Nothing is classified according to any modern category, much less arranged alphabetically. What you need to know in order to find something is the bureaucratic structure and mental map of the Vatican itself—less technocratic Dewey decimal system than intricate “memory palace” of Matteo Ricci. Documents dealing with defrockings are in the Sacerdotal section. Documents dealing with apparitions, revelations, and other extraordinary phenomena are in the Disciplinary section. Documents dealing with censorship are in the Doctrinal section. A huge category under the Doctrinal rubric is called simply Dubia (“Doubts”)—documents relating to intimate questions of faith as relayed by priests and bishops from around the world. Doubt occupies an oddly exalted status in Catholic theology. It’s a state of mind experienced by everyone, but also an essential tool of philosophical inquiry: “doubting well” is a step toward truth, as Aristotle (and Aquinas) maintained. Theologians love to slice and dice. What kind of doubt have we here? Is it positive or negative? Speculative or practical? Simple or methodical? Real or fictitious?  Distinguished careers have been built on a bedrock of doubt.

In practice, certainty has been more highly prized by the Church. Until 1920, a placard over the doorway to the Vatican Archives threatened excommunication for anyone entering without permission.  The Vatican is committed, it now says, to free inquiry in the archives. Access to the historical files has gradually been expanded—scholars can now study materials dating up to the death of Pope Pius XI, in 1939. But you can’t escape the reminders of censorship and other controversies. Wandering among the shelves in sections where the archival materials remain off-limits, I noticed rows of fat document boxes labeled “Küng,” “Boff,” “Lefebvre,” “Greene.” The urge to reach out and pull one down was almost irresistible. Hans Küng and Leonardo Boff are prominent Catholic theologians whose work has frequently been targeted by the Vatican. Marcel Lefebvre, a breakaway right-wing archbishop, was excommunicated in 1988 by Pope John Paul II. Graham Greene’s work came under intense Vatican scrutiny in the 1940s and 1950s. 

 One day, among the stacks, I came across two polished wooden boxes, resembling old library card-catalogue drawers, with hinged wooden tops. The boxes rested one above the other on a wooden rack of Victorian vintage. The lower box was labeled “A–K,” the upper one “L–Z.” Inside each box, well-worn index cards ran its length, their upper edges velvety from use.  I took one of the boxes down and flipped quickly through the cards, seeing citations for works by Sade, Sartre, Spinoza, and Swift, among hundreds of others.

“What’s this?” I asked Msgr. Cifres, showing him the box. He took it from me, closed the top, and put it back on the rack. “That,” he said, “is the Index of Forbidden Books—the very last one.” I thought of the whispered horror from decades ago—the Papal Index!—and found it hard to imagine that it all came down to soiled cards in a shoebox. There is no longer a Congregation of the Index, once so closely associated with the Inquisition, and the much-feared Papal Index was discontinued in 1966. Its open coffin had rested briefly in my hands.

The Index was not, however, completely repudiated; the very document that abolished the Index also reaffirmed its “moral value.”  The CDF still looks closely at books and periodicals, and sometimes issues a monitum, or warning. The absence of an official Index does not mean the absence of things you should not read. Some will remember that although the Vatican has never taken an official position on the Harry Potter books, and certainly has not issued a monitum, Cardinal Ratzinger in 2003 raised an eyebrow in a private letter at the “subtle seductions” of the series.  Ratzinger’s comments came even before the release of Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, the fifth volume, which introduced the character Dolores Umbridge, the High Inquisitor of Hogwarts. Umbridge is a skilled practitioner of thought control:

 


 Very well, Potter, I take your word for it this time, but be warned: The might of the Ministry stands behind me. All channels of communication in and out of this school are being monitored. A Floo Network Regulator is keeping watch over every fire in Hogwarts—except my own, of course. My Inquisitorial Squad is opening and reading all owl post entering and leaving the castle. 


 


The Birth of the Modern

 


The opening of the Archivio at the Vatican is one more development in what has, during the past several decades, become a golden age of Inquisition scholarship. Until the appearance of Henry Charles Lea’s magisterial History of the Inquisition of the Middle Ages, in the late nineteenth century, most writing about the Inquisition had consisted of bitter polemics by one side or another. Even Lea’s work, though in many ways unrivaled, exudes an undisguised animus against the Catholic Church. Inquisition history will never be totally “decanonized”—that is, uncoupled from sectarian agendas—but it has come a long way. In recent decades, using materials newly available in repositories outside the Vatican, and now including those of the Holy See itself, historians throughout Europe and the Americas have produced hundreds of studies that, seen as a whole, sharply revise some traditional views of the Inquisition.

To begin with, the notion of “the Inquisition” as a monolithic force with a directed intelligence—“an eye that never slumbered,” as the historian William H. Prescott once phrased it—is no longer tenable.  Rather, it was an enterprise that varied in virulence and competence from place to place and era to era. “The Inquisition” remains a convenient shorthand term, and I’ll continue to use it, but it should be understood as a collective noun. There were many inquisitions.

 Another finding of modern research is that insofar as their procedures were concerned, Inquisition tribunals often proved more scrupulous and consistent than the various secular courts of the time. It probably used torture with less abandon than secular authorities did. Of course, the bar here is low, and in any case scrupulosity and consistency are no obstacle to cruelty or injustice. Nor is legality. What the writer Michael Kinsley observed of modern Washington applies just as comfortably to the Inquisition: “The real scandal isn’t what’s illegal; it’s what’s legal.”  Still, the Inquisition did adhere to certain standards and did allow accused persons certain rights.

Contemporary scholarship has also revised the casualty figures. Some older estimates of the number of people put to death by the Inquisition range to upwards of a million; the true figure may be closer to several tens of thousands—perhaps 2 percent of those who came before the Inquisition’s tribunals for any reason. That said, arguments over body count quickly become pointless and distasteful. The former commandant of Auschwitz, Rudolf Hoess, presented with a copy of his confession, in which it was stated that he had “personally arranged the gassing of three million persons,” took a fountain pen from a lawyer, crossed out “three million,” wrote in “two million,” and then signed the document.  Whatever the number killed may be, the Inquisition levied penalties of some sort on hundreds of thousands of people, and the fear and shame instilled by any individual case, even a minor one, rippled outward to affect a wide social circle. This didactic effect, of course, was no small part of the purpose. Little wonder that the Inquisition has left such a deep psychological imprint.

But from between the lines the new scholarship has some larger lessons to offer. The Inquisition can be seen as something greater and more insidious than a sustained effort pursued over centuries by a single religious institution. The conspiracy-theory view of history—that the ills of the world have been spawned by the Masons, the Illuminati, the Trilateral Commission, Opus Dei, Skull and Bones, or Goldman Sachs—represents the easy way out. If only the source of evil were so simple to identify, so easy to confront. Shift perspective slightly—turn the object in the light—and you can see that the Inquisition was enabled by some of the broader forces that brought the modern world into existence, and that make inquisitions of various kinds a recurring and inescapable feature of modern life. Inquisitions advance hand-in-hand with civilization itself.

 Why was there suddenly an Inquisition? Intolerance, hatred, and suspicion of “the other,” often based on religious and ethnic differences, had always been with us. Throughout history, these realities had led to persecution and violence. But the ability to sustain a persecution—to give it staying power by giving it an institutional life—did not appear until the Middle Ages. Until then, the tools to stoke and manage those omnipresent embers of hatred did not exist. Once these capabilities do exist, inquisitions become a fact of life—standard operating procedure. They are not confined to religion; they are political as well. The targets can be large or small. An inquisition impulse can quietly take root in the very systems of government and civil society that order our lives.

The tools are these: There needs to be a system of law, and the means to administer it with a certain amount of uniformity. There needs to be a well-defined process for conducting interrogations and extracting information. Procedures must exist for record-keeping, and for retrieving information after records have been compiled and stored. An administrative mechanism—a bureaucracy—is required, along with a cadre of trained people to staff it. There must be an ability to send messages across significant distances—and also some capacity to restrict the communications of others. And there must be a source of power, to ensure enforcement.

The source of power can vary. From the outset, the religious aims of the Inquisition were enmeshed with the might of secular rulers. The relationship was sometimes symbiotic and always complicated, and it changed over time. With the Medieval Inquisition, the Church sought to leverage secular power to achieve its ends (though the secular authorities had their own purposes in mind). The Spanish Inquisition threw this arrangement into reverse: the crown made the Inquisition an official component of the Spanish state. During the Roman Inquisition, the tribunal was controlled directly by the papacy, and within its own territories church and state were the exact same thing. (Outside the Papal States, the Inquisition operated on terms laid down by local governments.) The twentieth century would bring a new evolutionary stage: inquisitions that lay fully in the hands of the state and required no religious dimension at all.

 


 Their Inquisition—and Ours

 


There’s one more factor in the making of an Inquisition: the conviction that one is absolutely right. Cardinal Alfredo Ottaviani, the prefect of the Holy Office through most of the 1960s, adopted as his motto the Latin phrase Semper idem—“Always the same.”  The inquisitors—like their masters and their theological associates—shared an outlook of moral certainty. They believed that they enjoyed personal access to an unchanging truth. They accepted without doubt that God paid close attention to the affairs of human beings, and was active in the Inquisition’s cause. This outlook was as unquestioned as modern-day belief in the laws of gravity or genetics. To be sure, as time went on, many inquisitors were functionaries and careerists—but the premise of the institution itself remained unchanged.

In a world of moral certainty, the unthinkable becomes permissible. The sanctity of private conscience was no longer deemed inviolate, and techniques for ensnaring the innocent in scenarios of scripted guilt became increasingly sophisticated and systemic. The title of an influential study of the Medieval Inquisition—The Formation of a Persecuting Society—gets across part of what occurred.  One twentieth-century historian concludes, “The medieval inquisitors had perfected techniques by which the very fabric of reality could be altered.”  A Franciscan inquisitor once confided to King Philip IV of France, in the early fourteenth century, that if Saints Peter and Paul had appeared before his tribunal, he had no doubt that the techniques he employed would be able to secure their convictions.  A Church apologist of the early 1400s, writing approvingly about the inquisitors, stated: “We persecuted the seeds of evil not only in men’s deeds, but in their thoughts.” 

 It all sounds very medieval, but it’s not merely medieval. Scholars may debate whether there truly is such a thing as a “totalitarian” state, and what its essential characteristics are, but the desire to control the thoughts of others—joined to the conviction that history itself will ultimately render an approving judgment—underlies much of the sad narrative of the past one hundred years. Some phenomena loom with menace because they seem so alien. The Inquisition does so because it seems so familiar.

Looking at the Inquisition, one sees the West crossing a threshold from one kind of world into another. Persecution acquired a modern platform—the advantages afforded by a growing web of standardized law, communications, administrative oversight, and controlled mechanisms of force. It was run not merely by warriors but by an educated elite; not merely by thugs but by skilled professionals. And in its higher dimensions it was animated not by greed or hope of gain or love of power, though these were never absent, but by the fervent conviction that all must subscribe to some ultimate truth.

Every subsequent outbreak of persecution, whether political or religious, has been abetted by these same forces. They ensure that the basic trajectory of repression will always look remarkably the same. They suggest why persecution is so difficult to stop. And they help explain why the Inquisition template has translated so easily from the religious sphere into the world of secular governments and secular ideologies, where for more than a century it has been primarily lodged.


 I began to explore the Inquisition as one who happens to be both a Catholic and an American. I’m no less aware of the sins and failures of church and country than I am of the capacity of church and country to inspire and do good. I am also aware that for all the fine recent scholarship, most of the writing about the Inquisition over the centuries has been less than neutral. Studies of the Inquisition have grown out of the agendas and concerns—whether acknowledged or not—of those doing the writing. To this, and without the inducement of strappado or rack, I plead guilty. I ventured into the world of the Inquisition and its offspring in the 1990s, motivated at first by the Vatican’s attempts to silence or censor a significant number of prominent theologians, some of whom I had come to know. There was also a broader context. Many friends and colleagues were experts on the former Soviet Union, and had engaged in long-running debates over the inherent nature and internal mechanisms of that repressive regime. At the same time, America’s political and legal culture seemed to be turning increasingly prosecutorial, increasingly poisonous—this at the end of a century that had seen Red Scares in the 1920s, the internment of Japanese Americans in the 1940s, full-blown McCarthyism in the 1950s, and the government’s pursuit of “subversives” and activists of various stripes in the 1960s. After 9/11, the specter of religious warfare came once again to the fore. So did debates over interrogation and torture, and over domestic surveillance in the name of national security. The accelerating inroads of the Internet, meanwhile, gave rise to fundamental questions about censorship, disinformation, and the meaning of truth.

The advent of the Inquisition offers a lens. Through it lies the world we inhabit now, one in which privacy and freedom of conscience are pitted against forces that would contain them. This is a central contest of the modern era and of the centuries that lie ahead. The issues posed by the Inquisition enfold the world we call our own.


 2. A Stake in the Ground

The Medieval Inquisition

The heretics have lain concealed for a long time,

scuttling about in hiding like crabs.

—POPE GREGORY IX, 1231 

You, so and so, of such a place, as is stated

in your confession, did this and this.

—BERNARD GUI, MANUAL FOR INQUISITORS, C. 1323 


 


The Head of the Dragon

 


THE ROADS OF southwestern France, in the shadow of the Pyrenees, wind among deep valleys and steep gorges. They climb and descend along hairpin turns. Timeless rivers and the ancient paths of shepherds define the best routes still. Silhouetted against the sky, moldering piles of stone crown serrated crags, the remnants of medieval castles—Quéribus, Termes, Aguilar, Puilaurens, Lastours. They occupy the sites of the fortified castra where heretics once took refuge, and whose protection from the Inquisition and its allies proved all too temporary.


 The most dramatic of these promontories comes into view on the road south from Fougax-et-Barrineuf, soon after it veers off to follow the Ruisseau de St. Nicholas. A sugarloaf singularity looms ahead, the slopes rocky and sheer until gentled slightly at the base by erosion. This kind of geologic formation is known as a pog, from the local word for “peak,” and this particular one is referred to by people in the area simply as “le pog.” The summit, 4,000 feet above sea level, is capped by a pentagonal fortress, which from below appears inaccessible. But a difficult track picks its way upward through the brambles and the rubble. From the top the view opens out to high mountains in the south, and the valley of the Aude in the north. It was an April afternoon when I made the climb with a friend, and on the surrounding foothills the grass was freshly green. Snow survived in the shelter of swales. The sound of wind was strong and constant—the kind  of sound used in documentaries to evoke a sense of mystery and antiquity.

The promontory is Montségur, and in 1244 it became a focal point in the clash between two unyielding systems of religious belief. One was the Christian heresy known as Catharism, which had put down deep roots in this corner of Europe. The Cathars were dualists, believing that a God who was good could not be responsible for the manifest evil in the world, which must therefore have a separate source of creation. In one form or another this outlook is among the oldest and most durable heresies in Christendom, arising as it does from a conundrum central to any belief system that posits a beneficent deity. Earthquake, famine, tsunami, disease—headlines daily nurture the dualist in every heart. Augustine, a Church father in the waning days of Rome, had spent the first part of his life as a dualist and the second part making up for the first. Manicheans, Gnostics, Paulicians, Bogomils—dualistic thinking unites them all.

Very little survives of Cathar thinking from Cathar pens—their documents were systematically destroyed by their enemies. But like other dualists, the Cathars believed that the earthly world had been brought to life by the forces of darkness, and that only the world of the spirit was reliably pure.  (Their name may come from the Greek cathari, meaning “pure ones,” though another derivation, put about by foes, involves the Latin cattus, for “cat,” whose hind parts the Cathars were alleged to kiss.)  The most zealous adherents, who had received a sacrament called the consolamentum, and were known as perfecti or parfaits, were ascetic vegetarians who abstained from sexual relations. Ordinary Cathars, known as credentes, or “believers,” could live their lives as other people did, saving the consolamentum for the deathbed. The Cathars saw licentious and authoritarian local priests as hypocrites; they regarded the Catholic Church as the Great Beast, the Whore of Babylon. 

 The Church, of course, was the other system involved in this clash of belief. It is far more of a global institution today than it was in the thirteenth century, when the sway of the “universal” Church was confined to Western Europe. It was hemmed in by the sea to the north and west, by Islam to the south, and by Orthodox Christianity to the east. Catharism, also known as the Albigensian heresy (the name comes from the town of Albi, where many heretics could be found), posed a grave internal threat, and indeed represented one of the most serious threats of any kind since the days of persecution by the pagan emperors of Rome. A succession of popes, beginning in the late twelfth century, had determined to root it out. They tried persuasion, sending priests among the heretics to gather the wayward sheep. When that failed, they took up arms—but even brute force had its limitations. Ultimately, the Cathar heresy led the Church to establish a regime of interrogation and punishment that would come to be known as the Inquisition.

This was a clash in which the contending parties, heretic and orthodox, shared certain mental underpinnings. They believed without question in the reality of their God. They believed in sin, believed in hell, believed in redemption. And with God on one’s side, there was no basis for compromise.


 Montségur saw little compromise. In the spring of 1243, several hundred Cathars—perfecti and ordinary believers—took refuge in the fortress, which had been a stronghold since Roman times and probably much earlier. The name Montségur means “safe mountain.” The Cathars had been routed from one place after another, and chose the summit for a last stand. The forces of the Church, in the form of an army provided by the king of France, who had his own motives for intervening, put the fortress under siege. For ten months, the Cathars held out, a community of armed men and their families in this Masada of heretics, a dense village of huts clustered tightly against the ramparts. They were sustained by rumors that the Holy Roman Emperor, the pope’s bitter enemy, would come to the rescue. He never did.

The hopelessness of their situation became plain only after the king’s forces scaled a bluff and erected catapults. Spend some time exploring the mountainside, and you may come across rounded stone projectiles the size of cannonballs in the woods. During the last days, it is said, some of the defenders slipped away with a considerable treasure, to sustain Cathar activities elsewhere. If they did, the treasure has never been found, though the romantic quest continues to animate casual enthusiasts and the occasional novelist. (Inevitably, Nazis figure in the stories.) 

Some intimate details are known of life at Montségur as the end approached, because priests of the Inquisition questioned the survivors at length and then wrote everything down. The inquisitors were mainly interested in heresy, and in rolling up Cathar networks farther afield, not in writing an enduring work of social history. Even so, a gripping picture emerges. The Church authorities offered lenient terms to those who would abjure their beliefs. The Cathar perfecti refused to do so: as they saw it, the salvation of their souls was at stake. On condition that their followers be spared, the perfecti and those closest to them agreed to surrender themselves to execution after a two-week truce. They spent the two weeks in prayer and fasting, and gave away their meager possessions. Specific moments, recorded by the inquisitors, are haunting in their banality. One perfectus made a gift to a friend of oil, salt, pepper, wax, and some green cloth.  When the truce was over, the Cathars climbed down from the fortress to a slanting field on the slopes. Many had newly accepted the consolamentum. More than two hundred people were burned on the spot, mounting ladders to share a single pyre. As the fires smoldered, a message was sent to the pope: “We have crushed the head of the dragon.” 

 A stone marker indicates where the pyre stood. For more than three quarters of a millennium the field has been known in Occitan, the local language, as the prat dels crematz—the “field of the burned.”

 


“Let God Sort Them Out”

 


Travel around Languedoc and the Pyrenees today, and you might think the Cathars had actually won. As in any self-respecting region of Europe, there is a secessionist movement afoot, though its gains are cultural (and gastronomic) rather than political. The flag of Languedoc—the cross of Toulouse, in gold, against a red background—flies everywhere, and the better bookstores display a prominent selection of works relating somehow to the Cathars (and including The Da Vinci Code). The Cathar moment in local history has echoes of Camelot and Brigadoon, with a dash of Thermopylae and the Alamo. On the roadways, tasteful signs in brown announce that you are entering Pays Cathare—“Cathar Country”—and hikers can tramp along a rugged 150-mile Cathar Trail. Occitan, closely related to neighboring Catalan, was the language of the troubadors and of courtly love. The name Occitan, like the name Languedoc, derives from oc, the Occitan word for “yes.” The language is now enjoying a mild resurgence: street names in the region are sometimes given in French and Occitan, and activists are busily inventing homegrown Occitan terminology for the twenty-first century—Oeb site instead of Web site, for instance. Toulouse, the high-tech capital of France and the headquarters of Airbus, uses both Occitan and French recorded messages in its metro system. In gift shops, the Cathar religion is presented as a form of New Age spirituality against a sound track of mournful wind instruments.

 The sheer brutality of the Cathar suppression can be hard to summon. The Albigensian Crusade was launched by Pope Innocent III in 1208. Innocent was perhaps the most strong-willed and powerful pope of the Middle Ages, claiming for the holder of his office a status “lower than God but higher than man.”  He was not a sentimentalist or a happy warrior: his chief surviving work is a glum, or perhaps realistic, treatise titled On the Misery of the Human Condition. Innocent greatly strengthened the papal administration and asserted the supremacy of the pope above secular rulers, at one point excommunicating King John of England and placing the entire country under interdict. He also launched an ill-fated crusade to recover Jerusalem from the Muslims.

The crusade against the Cathars went better. The proximate cause was the murder of a papal legate, Pierre de Castelnau, perhaps on the orders of Count Raymond of Toulouse, long known as sympathetic to the heretics. Raymond was an indifferent warrior but a nimble diplomat who shuttled between excommunication and a state of grace throughout his life. To save his skin he would change sides and lead a campaign against the Cathars—and then change sides again.

Heretical movements within Christendom had been emerging with new virulence for half a century or more, and in southern France and northern Italy groups like the Cathars and Waldensians enjoyed growing popular support, along with the quiet or open protection of the local nobility. The Church attempted to cope with the situation by preaching intensively in the affected areas. It was a tough sell. In 1178, a papal legate in Toulouse reported that a large crowd had taunted him and made obscene gestures: “Digit demonstrarent,” he complained—“They gave the finger.”  Several years later, Pope Lucius III issued the decree Ad abolendam (“For the purpose of abolishing . . .”), which provided a taxonomy of heretical sects and, to close the tautological circle, made it clear that refusing to submit to papal authority was itself a form of heresy. 

 The Albigensian Crusade set out to crush the Cathars, and up to a point it succeeded. The pope’s own legions were mainly angelic, but he harnessed the forces of local magnates (who saw which way the wind was blowing) and then of the kings of France (who saw an opportunity to extend their control over the south). The crusade was waged over twenty years, punctuated regularly by wholesale massacres. “Forward, then, most valiant soldiers of Christ!” a papal legate urged the warriors at the outset. “Go to meet the forerunners of Antichrist and strike down the ministers of the Old Serpent!” 

Modernity, as the geographer David Harvey once noted, is not a time—it’s a place.  I came across his remark in the twenty-first century, reading a book in the cocoon of an aircraft cruising above the Syrian Desert; pockets of the Middle Ages probably survived only a few miles below. For most people in the developed world, memories of outright religious warfare, once a gruesome fact of life, have long been buried. The past decade, with its ominous references to a “clash of civilizations” between Islam and the West, has revived them. Jihadist violence affords a fresh taste of what religious warfare can be like. In terms of pungency and sensibility, the rhetoric of Islamist groups might have been drawn directly from a thousand years ago. Ayman al-Zawahiri, now the leader of Al Qaeda, sounded not unlike that papal legate when he pronounced an anathema against his enemies in 2009:

 


O Allah, annihilate the Americans and Jews and the hypocrites and apostates who help them. O Allah, take revenge on our behalf from them. O Allah, make their end one of loss and destruction. O Allah, destroy their riches and harden their hearts . . . O Allah, annihilate the secularist politicians of hypocrisy who rush madly to earn the Crusaders’ pleasure . . . 


 


 Not surprisingly, apostates and secularists have often risen to the bait. Some have couched their responses in religious terms. President George W. Bush, in a public statement soon after the 9/11 attacks, used the word “crusade” to characterize the task ahead, though he later regretted the terminology.  One journalist in Iraq described how, in 2004, members of the 1st Infantry Division painted the words “Jesus Killed Mohammed,” in Arabic, on the front of a Bradley Fighting Vehicle.  Another journalist that same year recounted a prayer session held by the American troops of Bravo Company on the eve of the battle of Fallujah:

 


Then a chaplain, Navy Lieutenant Wayne Hall, of Oklahoma City, blessed Bravo: “Today is Palm Sunday,” he began. “The day of Jesus’s triumphal entry into Jerusalem, where he broke the bounds of Hell. Tonight commences your triumphal entry into Fallujah, a place in the bounds of Hell. This is a spiritual battle, and you Marines are the tools of mercy.” As Hall invoked the Holy Spirit, the Marines all dropped to one knee and bowed their heads, removing their bush or field caps as they did so. 


 


A few months earlier, an army lieutenant general, William G. “Jerry” Boykin, a distinguished thirty-year veteran, attracted unwelcome attention when, in the course of a speech, he made reference to a Muslim warlord he had faced in Somalia. Boykin said: “I knew that my God was bigger than his. I knew that my God was a real God and his was an idol.”  In 2007, General Ricardo Sanchez, who was for a time the commander of U.S. forces in Iraq, ended a speech to a gathering of military reporters with these words, drawn from Psalm 144: “Praise be to the Lord my rock, who trains my fingers for battle and my hands for war.” 

 Around U.S. military installations—on bumper stickers, on T-shirts—you’ll frequently come across this injunction: “Kill them all. Let God sort them out.”  It’s an expression of humor and braggadocio, not a capsule version of army doctrine or the rules of engagement. As it happens, the words on those T-shirts and bumper stickers, or something like them, were first attributed to a papal legate named Arnaud Amaury near the outset of the Albigensian Crusade.  The context was the siege of Béziers, in 1209, when a force of crusaders under the command of Simon de Montfort broke through into the city and massacred all the inhabitants, Cathar and Catholic alike: God would know his own, Amaury is said to have explained. The crusaders consisted largely of opportunists from the north of France, drawn by a promise of lands confiscated from heretics. Simon de Montfort would by the time of his death be the largest landholder in Languedoc. In his case, opportunism was yoked to religious zealotry and merciless technique. To persuade the inhabitants of the fortress of Cabaret to submit to his will, he took a hundred men from the nearby town of Bram, gouged out their eyes, and cut off their noses and lips. He left a single man with a single eye, who led the mutilated party to the fortress, arms to shoulders, single file. The village of Bram would not enter history again until World War II, when it became the site of an internment camp for Jews. 

The Albigensian Crusade lasted until 1229. The crusaders took Béziers, Carcassonne, dozens of other cities and towns, and ultimately Toulouse before suffering reverses and rebellions. The long version of the story is a tortuous saga of betrayal, greed, religious fervor, and wanton bloodletting. The fortunes of crusader and Cathar shifted continually. When the French king finally intervened, Cathar military resistance came to an end.

But the Cathar heresy had not been fully rooted out. It flourished underground. Clerical investigators continued to roam southern France, where they worked at the sufferance of local bishops, and popes encouraged secular rulers to become heretic hunters in their own right. Both efforts proved politically complicated. Neither brought conclusive results.

 Finally, in 1231, Pope Gregory IX issued two documents that effectively created what we know as the Inquisition, though it was for a long time far more decentralized than the word “the” suggests. Henceforth, Rome would pick specially trained clerics to serve as inquisitors—primarily members of the Dominican Order, but also Franciscans and others. The inquisitors ventured into suspect regions, papal writ in hand, examining presumed heretics by the hundreds or thousands. Unlike local bishops, whose diligence was often compromised by close ties with the community, the inquisitors were beholden to no one save the pope. They subjected countless numbers to harsh punishments and condemned many to death by burning at the stake.

The inquisitorial process had a long history.  It grew out of developments in ancient Roman law, when procedures governing how aggrieved private parties might adjudicate an alleged wrong were replaced by a more formal public process firmly in the hands of the state. The new process was called an inquisitio, and the magistrate who conducted it, the inquisitor, served in essence as detective, prosecutor, and judge rolled into one. When Theodosius officially made the Roman Empire a Christian state, in the fourth century, any deviance from orthodox Christian teaching became a crime—indeed, became tantamount to treason, which carried the death penalty. After the fall of Rome, which led to a chaotic hodgepodge of legal regimes in Europe, the inquisitio process survived in the internal tribunals of the Church. It would prove to be a powerful tool. In its earliest form, the accused was not told the identities of those who had testified against him and had no right to defense counsel. The proceedings were conducted out of public view, though careful records were kept. The inquisitio did not need to wait for someone to file a complaint (though denunciations were frequent); it could bring charges on its own, on the basis of general suspicion. This capability was central and gave inquisitors considerable power that was, in essence, preemptive—power to intervene before a transgression had been definitively discerned, based on a supposition that something harmful might ensue. 

 Traveling light, with a secretary or two and perhaps a small armed escort, the thirteenth-century inquisitor would arrive at his destination. He would preach a sermon, urging heretics to abjure their beliefs, and would declare a period of grace during which they could repent with relative ease. At the same time, he would begin hearing accusations against specific individuals. When the period of grace expired, he would set about conducting trials.  The process was labor-intensive and time-consuming, but it enabled the examination of large numbers of people. In the fifteen months after the fall of Montségur, inquisitors in the Lauragais region of southern France questioned 5,471 men and women.  The period of grace was of course a trap, perhaps an inadvertent one. Its lenient terms, coupled with its “sell-by” date, encouraged people to come forward quickly and own up to something—anything—if only to put the matter behind them. It also encouraged them to turn in their neighbors—an inducement that, in every age and place, feeds on tainted motives. In a sense, the period of grace ended up creating heresy.

 


Self-Fulfilling Prophecy

 


The phrase “take for granted” is a sly one—it conceals the barriers to understanding that the phrase itself erects. In our own age, we take many things for granted, and have no clear idea—never pause to think—about the moment when any of them made the transition from “can’t even imagine” to part of the woodwork. We take for granted that micro-organisms cause disease, that our planet is billions of years old, and that we can send pictures through the air. The medieval world, where the Inquisition was conceived, is remote. To begin with, it was physically fragmented. At the time when the Cathars were active, someone in southern France might have referred to a stranger as “French,” meaning from the north. More than that: every valley was its own little country. In Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie’s book Montaillou, about the Inquisition in Languedoc, there is a passage, drawn from a clerical interrogation, in which a man named Arnaud Sicre recalls meeting a woman who said she was from a town called Saverdun—but he knows from her accent that she must be from somewhere around Montaillou.  Fine: most of us can identify people from Chicago or Boston, Minneapolis or New York, by their accents. But the man’s remark struck home as I drove around Languedoc one spring and realized that Montaillou and Saverdun are only about twenty-five miles apart.

 In medieval Europe, the main usable roads were the Roman roads built a thousand years earlier. It’s symptomatic of the poor state of communications that medieval words for some distances were often based not on actual length but on the time it took to cover them. A “league” is the amount of distance that could be covered in an hour.  The word “journey” comes from the French journée—the amount of distance that could be covered in a day. Politically, the continent was fractured among kings and counts and dukes, bishops and abbots, cities and towns, all with overlapping rights and obligations. No organizational chart is possible.  The legal system differed from place to place and was a strange mixture everywhere—bits of Roman law tossed in with ancient customs, feudal mandates, Church prerogatives, and perhaps the newfangled procedures of a distant king. For a historian today, disentangling the power relationships in just one locale—Toulouse, say, or Foix, or Carcassonne—may be the work of a lifetime. Literacy was available to very few; as a proportion of the population, those who could read and write were perhaps equivalent in number to those who can create computer code today. As for religion, everyone was nominally Catholic, but “orthodoxy” was not well defined, parish priests had minimal schooling, and the folkways of yesteryear were very much alive. Peasants everywhere consulted soothsayers. In secret places, young women took part in fertility rites of forgotten origin. Magic and superstition were deeply rooted.  A man named Arnaud Gélis, a church sexton in Languedoc, told an interrogator about his beliefs regarding the dead: “When you are walking, do not throw your arms and legs about carelessly, but keep your elbows well in, or you might knock a ghost over. Do not forget that we walk unwittingly among a multitude of ghosts.”  Ideas like that had filled the heads of ordinary people for centuries, and for centuries, with sporadic exceptions, no one in authority had done very much about it.

 And yet change is slowly coming. Roads radiate afresh from towns and cities into a distant beyond; isolated areas once reachable only by track or footpath may now be touched by a via nova, a “new road.” Along pilgrimage routes, monastic houses repair the ancient bridges and build new ones. In 1300, a Jubilee year for the Church, some two million pilgrims will converge on Rome. Trade expands rapidly throughout the continent. Meanwhile, universities in places like Paris and Bologna start bringing order to philosophy, theology, and the law. Although there will never be anything like uniformity, a new way of doing official business begins to gather momentum at royal courts and in the Church. All this has a bearing on how dissent is perceived and handled.

Why the apparent surge in heretical activity in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries? One can point to many factors: the corruption of the Church, economic stresses of various kinds, the role of charismatic preachers, a pervasive sense of injustice. Individuals, as one historian notes, are also showing “feelings of alienation” and “expanded curiosity about the human condition.”  The truth is that popular belief had always diverged widely and without discipline from the pure strains of belief and practice as defined by Church councils. What had undeniably changed was the Church itself.


 By the standards of the time, it is a modernizing institution, increasingly centralized under a Roman pope whose claims to both spiritual and temporal authority over all of Christendom are to be taken seriously—and to be seriously defended. The papal chanceries become busier and busier; under Innocent III, secretaries begin making copies of every letter for the official files.  Clerics sent out from Rome on specific missions now carry the stamp of papal authority with them, superseding the writ of local bishops. At the same time, the conceptual structure of “orthodoxy,” together with laws to codify it, has been laid out with unprecedented clarity—the work of scholastics and canon lawyers in the great university centers.

In law, the chief intellectual milestone is the so-called Decretum, compiled around 1140 by a canon lawyer in Bologna named Gratian. Gratian is believed by some to have been a member of the Benedictine Order, but most speculations about his life have been shown to be unreliable. The documentary trail is meager. The record of a trial in Venice, held at the Basilica of San Marco in 1143, refers to the presence of a consulting legal expert named Gratianus, and circumstantial evidence suggests that this could well be Gratian the canon lawyer.  If so, it’s the only “live” sighting of the man himself in the documents.

Gratian’s achievement was momentous. The official name of his great work is the Concordia discordantium canonum—the “Concordance of Discordant Canons”—and the title aptly captures the challenge Gratian faced. Over the course of a millennium, the Church had accrued for its use a massive stockpile of theological opinions, conciliar decrees, papal pronouncements, biblical injunctions, and legal rulings—massive, and often contradictory. From this clay Gratian molded a coherent code of canon law. It was a revolutionary accomplishment, and would be built on for centuries to come. Gratian’s work remained in use by the Church until 1917.

Large swaths of Gratian are devoted to heresy—what it is, how it should be dealt with—and over time the Church’s elaborations became more detailed. That the Church had an obligation to prosecute heretics no one doubted—there was biblical sanction in the parable of the wedding banquet, from the Gospel of Luke. In that story, invited guests fail to appear at the appointed hour, so the master sends forth his servant with the command “Go out into the highways and hedges and compel them to come in, that my house may be filled.”  Augustine had interpreted “compel them to come in” as an injunction to deal with heresy by brute force, if necessary: “Let the heretics be drawn from the hedges, be extracted from the thorns.”  At the Council of Tarragona, in 1242, the varieties of heretical behavior were sorted out with zoological precision, as if by a naturalist. Apart from the basic category of hereticus there were three kinds of suspectus and also celatores (people who failed to report heretics), receptatores (people who received heretics into their homes), and other types of transgressors. 

 In a less sophisticated and more decentralized world, before the hardening of canon law, heresy and deviance could subsist almost unnoticed, as a kind of “local option.” But now, questionable beliefs could be examined against codified standards. Casual remarks could be sorted into pre-existing categories of nonconformity. Groups that might once have represented short-lived eruptions were endowed with a sense of coherence, importance, and menace. To some degree, heresy in its consequential new form was brought into existence by having a definition placed on the table in such a way—here’s how heretics behave, here’s what they say—that even laypeople could recognize the signs. Daniel Patrick Moynihan coined a memorable phrase—“defining deviancy down”—to encapsulate how standards of what is acceptable are gradually eroded.  He might also have noted that deviancy can be defined “up”—that the notion of what is acceptable can become more restrictive.

A self-fulfilling dynamic of this kind, set in motion from above, is not unfamiliar. The anticommunist efforts in the United States during the 1950s bore some of the same hallmarks. The Soviet Union certainly posed a security threat, but the Red Scare fostered national paranoia. Popular fears got out of hand, and the government clamped down hard on people deemed subversive. A pamphlet prepared by the U.S. Army in 1955 conceded that “there is no foolproof way of detecting a Communist.” It noted that the typical revolutionary was no longer “bearded” and “coarse,” and warned people to be on the lookout for anyone using the terms “vanguard,” “hootenanny,” “chauvinism,” “progressive,” “hooliganism,” and “ruling class.” The pamphlet observed that “such hobbies as ‘folk dancing’ and ‘folk music’ have been traditionally allied with the Communist movement in the United States.” 

 In our own time, the war on terror has had similar consequences —some of them darkly comic but symptomatic of how the psychological process works. In the summer of 2009, a Pomona College student named Nicholas George was detained and interrogated at Philadelphia International Airport because he was found to be carrying Arabic flash cards for a language course. Here is a press account published after George filed a lawsuit:

 


Authorities detained him in the screening area for 30 minutes before he was questioned by a TSA supervisor, the lawsuit states. At one point, the supervisor asked George if he knew who committed the 9/11 terrorist attacks, according to the lawsuit. George answered, “Osama bin Laden.” “Do you know what language he spoke?” the supervisor asked, according to the document. “Arabic,” George answered. The supervisor then held up the flashcards and said, “Do you see why these cards are suspicious?” 


 


Search Engines

 


To be effective, any organization must have the capacity to manage information. That capacity is especially urgent for an organization whose purpose is to monitor, to discipline, to control. It is no accident that regimes notable for sustained activities of this kind are also regimes that have created a long paper trail. The Berlin Document Center, which preserves what survives of the bureaucratic product of the Third Reich, contains some 75 million pages of records.  The Nazis employed the first generation of IBM punch-card systems in order to count and classify the German population. 

 Together with the new coherence of canon law there came a revolution in record-keeping as Church chancery clerks developed the art of paperwork—composing in the same legible script, making copies of documents, depositing them in archives, and inventing techniques for retrieving information that had been written down and stored away. They were creating a rudimentary form of something so fundamental to life today—bureaucracy—that we rarely give it a moment’s thought.

The digital era has revolutionized data collection and data retrieval. As the historian James B. Given points out, the late medieval world experienced an information revolution of its own. Haphazard approaches to organizational management were wrestled into something recognizably modern. Inquisitors developed standardized systems for logging cases and preserving the history and outcome of every trial. Church councils discussed the proper way to fill out forms and the importance of making duplicates. To give some idea of the scale and speed of the change: in a typical year—say, 1200—Pope Innocent III would have sent out some three hundred official Church letters; the annual total for Boniface VIII, a century later, was 50,000.  No one became more adept at maintaining vast quantities of records—and, just as important, knowing where to find them—than the notaries of the Inquisition. Their new capability extended the reach of the Inquisition and made it durable.

This revolution was in fact a technological one. It may seem odd to think of the way information is organized on paper as a technology, but consider a household item we take for granted—the desk dictionary. It is a codex—a bound volume with pages—rather than a scroll, making it much easier to browse. The words in the dictionary are arranged alphabetically, and the architecture of the typography—catchwords, boldface, italics, capital letters, numbers—presents information in accordance with a clearly defined hierarchy. Getting all this to the point where we don’t even think about it was the work of centuries, going back to Roman times, when the basic shift from scroll to codex occurred. 

 In the Middle Ages, the courts of England and France—the most developed secular governments—were great compilers of archives. Scholars sifting through them today are grateful for their abundance. But the archives were not all that useful to people at the time, because it was hard to find anything—the equivalent of putting your hands on an old report card or love letter among hundreds of boxes in the attic. England’s King Edward I was certain that documents existed to prove his claim to the overlordship of Scotland. On two occasions—in 1291 and 1300—he ordered a search for them in the royal archives, but to no avail. 

The medieval inquisitors were more practical and more inventive. Conducting countless interrogations and working constantly, they needed records from the past that they could access quickly. Had some defendant come before the Inquisition previously—even ten or twenty years earlier? Had any immediate family members been identified as heretics—or anyone in the extended family? What about other people in the defendant’s village? All that aside, how had inquisitors dealt with similar cases on other occasions? And regarding the issue in question, what was the nature of the Church’s teaching over the years? Had it hardened? Softened? Information on all these matters was essential, and the inquisitors designed record-keeping procedures to meet their needs. They created, in effect, the equivalent in parchment of search engines.

On the manuscript page, trial transcripts were abstracted into boxed synopses in the margin, for quick scanning. Cases were grouped by location—a sensible approach in a time when people were not as mobile as they are now, and tended to pass their beliefs down through the generations. The compilation of comprehensive indexes allowed for easy cross-referencing.  Had a defendant given different testimony to someone else in another place, perhaps decades earlier? If he had, he might well be found out. A man named Guillaume Bonet the elder, of Villeneuve-la-Comptal, swore to inquisitors in 1246, not long after the fall of Montségur, that he had never participated in the Cathar ceremony known as the melioramentum. As it happened, this same Guillaume, during an earlier interrogation by someone else, had admitted to joining in the ceremony; a check of the records made the connection. Guillaume Bonet was caught in a lie. James Given writes, “With tedious frequency one finds at the end of a deponent’s statement the notation that his deposition does not agree with the testimony” that he had given on a different occasion. 

 


 The Grand Inquisitor

 


Flawed and patchwork though it was, the secretarial machinery of the Church represented a degree of bureaucratic infrastructure that hadn’t been seen in Europe since antiquity. Operating this modern machinery required the service of professionals. Today we would call them lawyers or technocrats or information-technology specialists. Those who served the Inquisition were clerics of various kinds, perhaps schooled in canon law, certainly able to read and write—indeed, to write in a common language, Latin, using official styles of calligraphy and abbreviation that their brethren everywhere could easily read. They were trained to the task with the help of instruction manuals that covered everything from definitions of heresy to conditions of confinement. These manuals offered primers, with sample dialogue, on how to conduct interrogations.  A cadre of technicians was essential. Without them, no form of inquisitorial activity could sustain itself for very long.

 Umberto Eco, in his novel The Name of the Rose, summons to life a dark and compelling character: Bernard Gui, a bishop and papal inquisitor. In the movie, he is played with serpentine menace by F. Murray Abraham. The year is 1327, and Gui has come to a Benedictine abbey in Italy where, as it happens, a murder has just been committed. It falls to Gui to convene a tribunal and examine the suspects. “Bernard Gui took his place at the center of the great walnut table in the chapter hall,” Eco writes. “Beside him a Dominican performed the function of notary, and two prelates of the papal legation sat flanking him, as judges.”

Eco continues, describing the inquisitor’s bearing as the tribunal gets under way:

 


He did not speak: while all were now expecting him to begin the interrogation, he kept his hands on the papers he had before him, pretending to arrange them, but absently. His gaze was really fixed on the accused, and it was a gaze in which hypocritical indulgence (as if to say: Never fear, you are in the hands of a fraternal assembly that can only want your good) mixed with icy irony (as if to say: You do not yet know what your good is and I will shortly tell you) and merciless severity (as if to say: But in any case I am your judge here, and you are in my power). 


 


Bernard Gui is a historical figure, though few details of his life are known—Eco had a free hand to embellish. A few facts are certain. Gui was born near Limoges, in 1260 or 1261, professed vows as a Dominican about twenty years later, and rose rapidly as prior at a succession of abbeys. In 1307 he was indeed made an inquisitor by Pope Clement V, with responsibility for the Cathar-strewn area around Toulouse. He did not ignore the Jews, however, and ordered copies of the Talmud to be burned in public.  Over a period of fifteen years, Gui pronounced some 633 men and women guilty of heresy.  We have the disposition of these cases because Gui wrote everything down—the record survives in his Liber Sententiarum, his “Book of Sentences,” which now resides in the British Library. 

 It is a folio-sized volume, bound in red leather. The writing is tiny and heavily abbreviated, and there are no artistic flourishes. The book is the product of an orderly mind. It begins with a list of the towns and cities Gui visited, and the people sentenced in each place. Then come the details of one case after another. Much of the book consists of model sermons to be delivered, carefully modulated according to transgression and punishment.  Some of the accused were given relatively mild punishments—for example, ordered to wear a large yellow cross on their tunics (evoking the yellow badge that medieval Jews were often forced to wear, and that a later age revived). In these instances, Gui’s text is interrupted by the insertion of a little cross. Other people might be ordered to make a pilgrimage or even a crusade. Still others were sentenced to prison in perpetuity, which in practice usually meant several years. A considerable number, already deceased, had their remains exhumed, their bones incinerated, their homes destroyed. Gui sent more than forty of the living to the stake. 

Gui was a detail man. Inquisition records can be shockingly mundane. An itemized accounting of expenses for the burning of four heretics in 1323 survives from Carcassonne: 

 






	For large wood
	55 sols 6 deniers.



	For vine-branches
	21 sols 3 deniers.



	For straw
	2 sols 6 deniers.



	For four stakes
	10 sols 9 deniers.



	For ropes to tie the convicts
	4 sols 7 deniers.



	For the executioner, each 20 sols
	80 sols.



	In all
	8 livres 14 sols 7 deniers.





 The Church handled the matter of executions with philosophical elegance. It was inappropriate for ecclesiastical officials to sully their hands with capital punishment, so a process was engineered to allow the inquisitor to have it both ways: he would formally “relax,” or render, the condemned prisoner to the secular authorities, who would carry out the sentence. This sort of moral delicacy has a modern analogue, and it’s not just a linguistic one, in what has come to be called extraordinary rendition, whereby a nation whose conscience recoils at the idea of extracting information by means of torture sends prisoners to be interrogated in countries without such scruples. During the past decade, according to one estimate, the United States has handled 150 suspected terrorists this way.  There is the case, for instance, of a Canadian citizen, Maher Arar, who was arrested in New York in 2002 because his name appeared on a terrorist watch list. Arar was shackled, trundled aboard an executive jet, and flown by a “special removal unit” to Jordan. He was then driven to Syria, where he was relaxed to the local authorities and interrogated and tortured for months. He was eventually released without charge. 

Extraordinary rendition typically occurs in the shadows, involving “ghost prisoners” and “black sites.” For the Inquisition, the relaxation of the prisoner to the secular arm occurred in the open, in the course of a ceremonial occasion known as a sermo generalis. The sermo generalis was held most often on a Sunday, when a great platform would be erected at a central place in a church. A throng would gather there—the ecclesiastical authorities, the secular magistrates, the public at large—and the various sentences would be read out by the inquisitor. The recitation of capital crimes came last, and then power over the prisoners passed from the spiritual to the temporal arm. To emphasize that the Church’s hands were clean, the inquisitor would read a pro forma prayer, expressing hope that the condemned might somehow be spared—though there was in fact no hope of that.  Those destined for the stake would be led outdoors, where a pyre had been built for the purpose in a public square. In terms of people burned at the stake, Gui’s most productive day was April 5, 1310, when, after a sermo generalis in Toulouse, he condemned seventeen people to death. 

 Although little is known about Bernard Gui the person, Eco’s characterization gets at something authentic. He was methodical, learned, clever, patient, and relentless—all this can be inferred from the documentary record. Among other things, Gui was a prodigious writer—in his spare time he compiled a history of the bishops of Toulouse, a history of the kings of Gaul, a collection of lives of the saints, a biography of Thomas Aquinas, several theological treatises, and a history of the world up to his own time.  More to the point, he wrote a lengthy manual for inquisitors called Practica officii inquisitionis heretice pravitatis, or “Conduct of the Inquisition into Heretical Depravity.” The manual covered the nature and types of heresy an inquisitor might encounter but also provided advice on everything from conducting an interrogation to pronouncing a sentence of death.

Gui’s manual would be followed by others. Their proliferation seems to have been rooted in something ostensibly far less ominous. In 1215, a special gathering of Church bishops, the Fourth Lateran Council, reinforced the duty of all Christians to go to confession at least once a year. Out of this decree grew a modest confession industry, including manuals instructing priests on how to hear a confession properly—how to classify sins and probe the sinner’s conscience. It was but a short step from these to manuals involving confessions of a graver kind—from people accused of heresy. 

The notion of a “slippery slope”—the idea that one particular step will set the precedent for a second step, ever onward in an unfortunate downhill cascade—is as commonplace as it is controversial. Much has been written about the subject in journals of philosophy, social science, and the law.   Legalizing assisted suicide will lead to legalized euthanasia.  Legalizing marijuana will lead to the abuse of more-dangerous drugs. The use of surveillance cameras to stop crime will lead to the use of surveillance cameras to monitor personal behavior. One English essayist recalls the suggestion by his rector at Eton that not wearing cuff links would lead to heroin addiction.  Sometimes the examples are silly, but the phenomenon can be very real. In many ways the Inquisition is a cautionary example of the slippery slope at work: how seemingly minor developments in theory and practice open the door to further developments—and on and on.

 Bernard Gui would not have put it this way, but his aim in the Practica was to create something like a science of interrogation. It depended on an elite who knew the rules, knew the methods, knew the pitfalls. Gui’s order, the Dominicans, provided a core group of operatives. Like the Franciscans, who came into existence at roughly the same time, the Dominicans represented a startling new way of doing Church business. Rather than living in settled monastic communities, which were often rich and complacent, they traveled far and wide as individuals or in small groups, recognizable in their white habits, and depending on donations to meet basic needs. Their authority came directly from the pope. In a largely static society—the typical peasant might spend an entire lifetime within a tight radius around his birthplace—the radical character of these aggressively itinerant agents, wielding transcendent power, proved highly advantageous. The Dominicans preached everywhere, to whatever audiences they could find. And they possessed a common body of knowledge. Dominicans received intensive instruction in moral theology and canon law and, as part of their normal training, very practical guidance on how to ask the hard questions. One thirteenth-century training manual for the order offers succinct commentaries under headings such as “In how many ways is one said to be a heretic?” “How should heretics be examined?” “What are the penalties for heresy, according to the law?”

Innocent III had given the founding of the Dominican Order his provisional approval in 1215, the year before he died, recognizing the role these traveling preachers might play among the Cathars. When the Church needed vigorous investigators—even before the Inquisition was formally established—it was natural to outsource most of the work to this order. As one historian concludes, “The Dominicans were not so much asked to prepare themselves for a new challenge; they were called upon because they were already seen to be in a position to meet it.”  The name of the order gave rise all too easily to a Latin pun: its members came to be known as Domini canes, “the hounds of God.” 

 Bernard Gui’s outlook, as reflected in his manual for inquisitors, was sophisticated. “It must be noted,” he wrote, “that just as all diseases are not treated by one single medicament, but that each disease has its own remedy, so one cannot use the same methods of interrogation, enquiry, and examination with heretics of differing sects, but must employ distinct and appropriate techniques.”  Gui was well aware that interrogation is a transaction between two people—a high-stakes game—and that the person being interrogated, like the person asking the questions, brings an attitude and a method to the process. The accused may be wily and disputatious. Or he may seem humble and accommodating. He may feign insanity. “It must be noted,” Gui warned, “that as the heretics cannot defend themselves against the truth of the faith by strength, reason, or authorities, they quickly resort to sophistries, deceit, and verbal trickery to avoid detection. This double-speak is a clear sign by which heretics can be recognized.” 

Gui’s was not the Inquisition’s first interrogation manual, but it was one of the most influential. At a time when “publishing” was a laborious process, it was copied and recopied repeatedly and disseminated across Europe. Nor was it the last interrogation manual. A generation after Gui, another Dominican, Nicholas Eymerich, produced the Directorium inquisitorum, which built on the work of his predecessor and achieved even greater renown.

Torture was an integral part of the inquisitorial process, though it was reserved for difficult cases and was technically subject to certain restrictions. Eymerich and others granted wide latitude to inquisitors. For instance, although the accused was supposed to be subjected to a single “cycle” of torture, if he failed to confess or retracted a confession the inquisitors could decide that the cycle had not proceeded sufficiently: the accused, to use the term of art, had not yet been “decently” tortured. The cycle could therefore resume. Half a millennium later, the interrogators of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, the mastermind of 9/11, employed similar reasoning to expand their options.  Like Gui, Eymerich became a figure in later works of fiction. His inquisitor’s manual turns up, for instance, in the library of the doomed mansion in Edgar Allan Poe’s short story “The Fall of the House of Usher.”

 Eymerich’s methods, and perhaps his personality, frequently landed him in political trouble, and his career was one of frenetic activity interrupted by sudden bouts of exile. But it was never a torpid exile. During one of these periods, he wrote his Directorium.

 


Tricks of the Trade

 


In modern times, the techniques of interrogation have been refined in theory by batteries of psychologists, criminologists, and intelligence experts, and in practice by soldiers, policemen, and spies. In some quarters, the word “interrogation,” with its inescapable undertones, has been replaced by the sanitized “eduction,” from “educe,” meaning “to lead out.” In 2006, the Intelligence Science Board, a government advisory group, published a thorough overview of current and historical interrogation practices under the anodyne title Educing Information.  It contains papers with titles such as “Mechanical Detection of Deception: A Short Review” and “Options for Scientific Research on Eduction Practices.” In passing, it mentions the works of Bernard Gui and Nicholas Eymerich. Place the medieval techniques alongside those laid out in modern handbooks, such as Human Intelligence Collector Operations, the U. S. army interrogation manual, and the inquisitors’ practices seem very up-to-date.

 The inquisitors became astute psychologists. Like Gui, Eymerich was well aware that those being interrogated would employ a range of stratagems to deflect questions and disarm the interrogator. In his manual, he lays out ten ways in which heretics seek to “hide their errors.” They include “equivocation,” “redirecting the question,” “feigned astonishment,” “twisting the meaning of words,” “changing the subject,” “feigning illness,” and “feigning stupidity.” For its part, the army interrogation manual provides a “Source and Information Reliability Matrix” to assess the same kinds of behavior. It warns interrogators to be wary of subjects who show signs of “reporting information that is self-serving,” who give “repeated answers with exact wording and details,” and who demonstrate a “failure to answer the question asked.” 

But the well-prepared inquisitor had ruses of his own. To confront an unforthcoming prisoner, he might sit with a large stack of documents in front of him, which he would appear to consult as he asked questions or listened to answers, periodically looking up from the pages as if they contradicted the testimony and saying, “It is clear to me that you are hiding the truth.”  The army manual suggests a technique called the “file and dossier approach,” a variant on what it terms the “we know all” approach:

 


The HUMINT [human intelligence] collector prepares a dossier containing all available information concerning the source or his organization. The information is carefully arranged within a file to give the illusion that it contains more data than actually there. . . . It is also effective if the HUMINT collector is reviewing the dossier when the source enters the room. 


 


Another technique suggested by Eymerich is to suddenly shift gears, approaching the person being interrogated in a seeming spirit of mercy and compassion, speaking “sweetly” and solicitously, perhaps making arrangements to provide something to eat and drink.  The army manual puts it this way:

 


 At the point when the interrogator senses the source is vulnerable, the second HUMINT collector appears. [He] scolds the first HUMINT collector for his uncaring behavior and orders him from the room. The second HUMINT collector then apologizes to soothe the source, perhaps offering him a beverage and a cigarette. 


 


Kindness may prove ineffective. Another way to break the impasse, Eymerich writes, is to “multiply the questions and the interrogations,” observing that asking many different questions, quickly and repeatedly, will create confusion, elicit contradiction, and furnish information for deeper questioning.  The Army recommends what it calls “rapid-fire interrogation”:

 


The HUMINT collectors ask a series of questions in such a manner that the source does not have time to answer a question completely before the next one is asked. This confuses the source, and he will tend to contradict himself as he has little time to formulate his answers. 


 


Eymerich and the army describe many other techniques. You can try to persuade the prisoner that resistance is pointless, because others have already spilled the beans. You can take the line that you know the prisoner is but a small fish, and if only you had the names of the bigger fish, the small one might swim free. You can play on the prisoner’s feelings of utter hopelessness, reminding him that only cooperation with the interrogator offers a path to something better. Eymerich writes a script, telling the inquisitor he should say that he is obliged to stop the questioning because he must go on a long trip—that he wishes the questioning were at an end, but it must be interrupted until he returns. He does not know how long that will be, perhaps weeks or months, and until that time the prisoner will have to remain in the dungeons . . . unless, perhaps, we can successfully conclude the questioning now?  The army manual refers to this as the “emotional-futility” approach:

 


 In the emotional-futility approach, the HUMINT collector convinces the source that resistance to questioning is futile. This engenders a feeling of hopelessness and helplessness on the part of the source. Again as with the other emotional approaches, the HUMINT collector gives the source a “way out” of the helpless situation. 


 


Who Needs God?

 


In the background, always, lies the possibility of physical persuasion. Few words summon the Dark Ages to mind as quickly as “torture” does, but the uncomfortable truth is that the emergence of torture as an acceptable instrument reveals glimmerings of a modern way of thinking: the truth can be ascertained without God’s help. To be sure, the use of torture goes far back into prehistory. Cave paintings from 12,000 years ago suggest that torture techniques developed very early.  “Torture him, how?” asks the judge in Aristophanes’ The Frogs, who goes on to mention stretching on the rack, putting bricks on the chest, hanging by the thumbs, and other well-known techniques.  Torture has been used as a ritual act, a means of deterrence, a tool of coercion, and a form of vengeance. Frequently it has been done simply to slake something fundamental in certain natures. An unidentified member of a Mexican drug cartel spoke about this to CNN :

 


ANDERSON COOPER: Torture is common?

DRUG CARTEL MEMBER: Yes it is.

COOPER: Why? Just to get information?

 CARTEL MEMBER: To—not to get information. Just the pleasure of doing it.


 


Torture had been used in ancient Rome as part of the inquisitio process. But as a legitimate tool of jurisprudence it was actually little known in the darkest part of the Middle Ages. The reason is that in the early medieval view, when mortals stood humbly before an all-knowing God, the capacity of human beings to discover the truth was seen to be limited. Thus the reliance not on judges or juries but on iudicium Dei—divine judgment—to determine guilt or innocence. This could, and usually did, take the form of swearing a solemn oath before God, perhaps joined by friends and associates who swore the same oath, that one was innocent of the alleged crime. With the fate of one’s immortal soul in the balance—as everyone at the time would have believed—such an oath was no small thing. If the case was of sufficient gravity, an accused person might endure trial by ordeal: he would be submerged in water, or made to walk on red-hot coals, or to plunge an arm into boiling water. If he suffered no harm, or if the wounds healed sufficiently within a certain period of time, then it was deemed to be the judgment of God that the accused was innocent.

This regime was common in Europe from the sixth through the twelfth centuries. It conformed naturally to the prevailing mental outlook, and it suited an age in which the institutions of government as we understand them were few and overburdened. Trial by ordeal was unquestionably primitive, even barbaric. But it was expeditious, and ensured that the quest for truth had a clear and definitive end point. 

The twelfth-century revolution in legal practice—exemplified by the work of Gratian but manifest everywhere, from ecclesiastical tribunals to secular ones—took the pursuit of justice out of God’s hands and put it into those of human beings. Edward Peters, who has written extensively about this subject, offered a brief tour d’horizon one morning in his office at the University of Pennsylvania. Peters at the time was the Henry Charles Lea Professor of History, and his dark-paneled office atop the university library opened through double doors into the Lea Library, a Victorian Gothic wonder transplanted from Lea’s Philadelphia mansion in the 1920s. It is the room in which Lea wrote his many volumes on the Medieval and Spanish Inquisitions, works still unsurpassed in breadth and ambition.

 Underlying the medieval legal revolution, Peters explained, was one big idea: when it came to discovering guilt or innocence—and, more broadly, discovering something akin to truth—there was no need to send the decision up the chain of command to God. These matters were well within human capacity.

But that didn’t quite settle the issue, Peters went on. When God is the judge, no other standard of proof is needed. But when human beings make themselves the judges, the question of proof comes very much to the fore. What constitutes acceptable evidence? How does one decide between conflicting testimony? In the absence of a voluntary confession—the most unassailable form of evidence, the “queen of proofs”—what means of questioning can properly be employed to induce one? Are there ways in which the interrogation might be aggressively enhanced? And in the end, how does one know that the full truth has been exposed, that there isn’t a bit more to be discovered some little way beyond, perhaps accessible with some additional effort—one more slight turn of the screw? Of course, that turn of the screw is unpleasant—certainly a last resort—and possible to justify only in terms of the greater good. So do you see, Peters asked, how torture comes into the picture?

It was widely used in secular courts, and then crossed into the spiritual realm. In 1252, Pope Innocent IV issued the papal bull Ad extirpanda, which authorized the use of torture in the work of the Inquisition. Churchmen could be present but were not to participate—some representative of secular authority would do the job. In theory, torture was somewhat controlled. It was not supposed to cause grave injury or put life in jeopardy. A physician was typically present. Confessions made during a torture session were not admissible—they had to be repeated later, after an interval. And torture could be used only once. The Church laid down more rules governing torture than civil magistrates did. But inquisitors pushed the boundaries. For instance, what did “once” mean? Perhaps it should be interpreted, as Eymerich urged, to mean once for each charge. As for clerics participating in torture—surely it would be permissible if inquisitors absolved one another (as they came to do).

 When one pope insisted that torture should have the explicit authorization of a local bishop, Bernard Gui proposed a looser standard: that it should be allowed after “mature and careful deliberation.”  Gui did not prevail on this point, but torture would prove difficult to contain. The potential fruits always seem so tantalizing, and the rules so easy to bend.

Amoral brutes certainly commit torture, but in their hands it doesn’t become part of an integrated system. Torture becomes systematic in the hands of a different sort of person—one who is determined to use the powers of reason, and who believes in the rightness of his cause. This is what Michael Ignatieff means when he calls torture chambers “intensely moral places.”  Those who wish to justify torture don’t do so by avoiding moral thinking; rather, they override the obvious immorality of the specific act by the presumptive morality of the larger endeavor. If the endeavor is deemed important enough, there is little that can’t be justified. There are no lengths to which one may not go. In Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon, the protagonist Rubashov ultimately acquiesces in his own condemnation and execution—even uttering a false confession at his show trial—on the grounds that he must bow to the historical inevitability of the revolutionary process. Wasn’t this, after all, the same exculpatory logic he had used when dispatching others?


 It is a logic without limits. Thomas More points out the dangers in a celebrated exchange in Robert Bolt’s A Man for All Seasons, when he asks his son-in-law, William Roper, if he’d be willing to cut a swath through the laws in order to ensnare the devil. “I’d cut down every law in England to do that,” Roper says. Thomas More replies, “Oh? And when the last law was down, and the Devil turned round on you—where would you hide, Roper, the laws all being flat?” 

 


Just Tell Us Everything

 


Not knowing where to stop: that turns out to be a central problem of any inquisition. Bureaucracy is not merely passive—it is an inertial force, sustaining action just as mindlessly as it does inaction. Bureaucracies are composed of individuals who have their own interests, their own will, but interests and will are also shaped by the institution. Like a nervous system, a bureaucracy can flex muscles in the absence of overt instruction. It can persist even when by its own lights there is no longer reason to do so. That aside, what, in the end, is the truth one is looking for? And assuming it is ascertainable, at what point is it in fact ascertained? How does one know? The quest has no clear destination.

Montaillou is a village in what is now the south of France. In the late thirteenth century it occupied a more nebulous position. It was part of the Comte de Foix, which had once been independent but now owed allegiance to the king of France, and served as a frontier bulwark against the kingdom of Aragon. The 250 or so people of Montaillou spoke not French but Occitan. And they were heretics. By 1300 the Cathars and their faith had been exterminated almost everywhere, but Montaillou remained untouched, a last redoubt.

Today the village seems as remote as it ever was, in a soft green valley on a road to nowhere. It may in fact be more remote than it used to be: this region of France, below the sharply etched defiles that drain the Pyrenees, is losing its people. The landscape of Montaillou has not greatly changed since the fourteenth century, though only a few silent houses stand there now, together with the village church. A ruined castle occupies a rise. If you know the history, and if there’s a low, late-afternoon sun to bring out the shadows, you can make sense of the indentations here and there in the rolling grass—where the village square used to be, where the women did the washing, where the tracks to Ax and Prades ran, where the outlying fields were cultivated.  The place brings on a sensation of deep loneliness. It was once so thick with events, and now is occupied mainly by the wind.

 It holds surprises, though. Stroll around the Gothic church in Montaillou—Notre Dame de Carnesses—and you will see gravestones, some of them quite new, for people who bear the surname Clergue. The sight comes as something of a shock. The Clergues were already living in Montaillou seven hundred years ago, attending this very church. They were the most prominent family in town—part Ambersons, part Corleones, part Simpsons, on a sou-sized stage—and their quarrels and ambitions were inescapable. Some of them were central to the drama that played out in Montaillou when an inquisitor set his eyes on the village.

The inquisitor was Jacques Fournier, the bishop of Pamiers.  His aim was to clean out the last pockets of Cathars from this backwater of his diocese. In 1318, Fournier proceeded to interrogate everyone in Montaillou; its adult population had been arrested and taken to Carcassonne. Over a period of years he probed into the smallest intimacies of their personal lives—not only their beliefs but also their tastes and habits, whom they liked and disliked, their sexual practices, the village gossip. He wanted detail: names, dates, numbers, locations, relationships. To exert control you must nail people down: identify them, count them, keep track of them, put them in context. He was five hundred years ahead of his time.


 It was a celebrated investigation. The fearsome Bernard Gui showed up to watch.  Fournier’s scribes made transcriptions that were close to verbatim. And then serendipity intervened. Fournier was elected pope, taking the name Benedict XII, and he took his records with him to Avignon, where the papacy then resided. In the ensuing centuries, war, revolution, and simple neglect would consume many other Inquisition archives. Old parchments were scraped clean by secretaries so that they could be reused. Some were sold as scrap to butchers and grocers, for use as wrapping paper. But because Fournier became pope, his records survived. They are now in the Vatican Library.

The Fournier Register is the most intimate record that exists of ordinary life in medieval times. The great French historian Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie wove these Inquisition documents, these searingly personal transcriptions, into a vivid portrait of the village in his book Montaillou, a classic work of social history. He told me once that, as a boy, he had often come across wiretap transcripts in the office of his father, who had been an official of the Vichy government during World War II before joining the Resistance. It was mentioned without irony, and Le Roy Ladurie drew no connection between this fact and his own scholarly interests, or between Fournier and his father. When I ventured a parallel, he gave a Gallic shrug, which could have meant “There you have it” or “Think what you wish.”

Montaillou became a best-seller both in France and in the United States—one of those rare scholarly works that strike a deep chord. Of course, there was plenty of sex in the book, but Le Roy Ladurie is also a vigorous writer, and his intellectual pedigree is distinguished. He did come in for a certain amount of criticism—should these Inquisition transcripts be taken at face value?—and surely some element of jealousy was involved. The notoriously cranky medievalist Norman Cantor described Le Roy Ladurie as a “rock star” and compared his youthful looks to those of David Bowie.  But the fact that Inquisition documents had opened up a new world—something quite unintended by their compilers—was beyond dispute.

 In the years since Montaillou was published, in 1975, the records of the Inquisition have been pressed into service in other parts of the world by historians not much interested in the Inquisition per se. For instance, the only written record of the early Spanish history of New Mexico consists of Inquisition documents that were preserved at the tribunal’s headquarters in Mexico City. (Everything else was destroyed during the Pueblo Revolt, in 1680.) India, Brazil, Angola, Congo, the Philippines—Inquisition documents illuminate hidden history in all these places, simply because the inquisitors were in the business of writing things down and filing them away.

I have read Montaillou perhaps half a dozen times. It is enthralling in what can only be called its voyeuristic detail. One looks on as women pick lice from the hair of their lovers, and as the fingernails of the dead are clipped for household charms.  A girl recalls a night of passion: “With Pierre Clergue I liked it. And so it could not displease God. It was not a sin.”  That same Pierre Clergue, a libidinous priest, reveals himself to be a pithily nihilistic philosopher: “Since everything is forbidden,” he observes, “everything is allowed.” 

But beyond all this is what we glimpse between the lines: an inquisitorial process that, once set in motion, did not quite know how to end. All the machinery had been brought to bear: the mandate of heaven, the structure of law, the notaries and scribes with their parchments and quills, the magistrates with their pikes and prisons and pyres, the methods of persuasion that can always take an interrogation one more step, the frightened people who may not know exactly what is being sought but have information—endless reams of information—about one another.

Kenneth Starr, the special prosecutor who investigated President Bill Clinton and the circumstances surrounding the Monica Lewinsky scandal, is never going to be pope. If he failed to recognize the name Torquemada, as he indicated, he is unlikely to know the name Fournier. But Starr’s record of his own investigation, published as The Starr Report, may one day achieve the same status as source material for social history—of fin de siècle Washington, D.C.—that the documents behind Montaillou now enjoy.

 Starr, a former federal judge, was a Washington lawyer when the Justice Department named him an independent counsel to look into certain business dealings during the Clinton administration. The investigation eventually broadened to include the question of whether the president had perjured himself when explaining his relationship with an intern, Monica Lewinsky. Although in theory the Justice Department could have halted his inquiry at any time, political realities made such a move impossible, and Starr was able to proceed unfettered, with subpoena power, an unlimited budget, a substantial staff, and no apparent boundaries on the scope of his curiosity. And so the investigation wore on, venturing into astonishing levels of detail. The Starr Report is in essence a work of microhistory. The suggested comparison of Kenneth Starr to Tomás de Torquemada was never quite right. The real comparison is of Kenneth Starr to Jacques Fournier.

A parallel reading of The Starr Report and the Fournier Register is instructive. There is the same attention to mundane social interaction:

 


Fournier Register: In Lent, toward vespers, I took two sides of salted pork to the house of Guillaume Benet of Montaillou, to have them smoked. There I found Guillemette Benet warming herself by the fire, together with another woman; I put the salted meat in the kitchen and left. 

Starr Report: Ms. Lewinsky called Ms. Currie at home and told her that she wanted to drop off a gift for the President. Ms. Currie invited Ms. Lewinsky to her home, and Ms. Lewinsky gave her the package. The package contained a book called The Presidents of the United States and a love note inspired by the movie Titanic. 


 


 Starr and Fournier took pains to document the precise geography and chronology of illicit relations:

 


Fournier: Straight away I made love with her in the antechamber of the ostal, and subsequently I possessed her often. But never at night. Always in the daylight. We used to wait until the girls and the servant were out of the house. And then we used to commit the carnal sin. 

Starr: At the White House, according to Ms. Lewinsky, she told Secret Service Officer Muskett that she needed to deliver papers to the President. Officer Muskett admitted her to the Oval Office, and she and the President proceeded to the private study. . . . About 20 to 25 minutes later, according to Officer Muskett, the telephone outside the Oval Office rang. The operator said that the President had an important call but he was not picking up. 


 


In both texts the magistrates linger over the use of unusual sexual aids:

 


Fournier: When Pierre Clergue wanted to know me carnally, he used to wear this herb wrapped in a piece of linen, about an inch long and wide, or about the size of the first joint of my little finger. And he had a long cord which he used to put round my neck while we made love. 

Starr: She also showed him an email describing the effect of chewing Altoid mints before performing oral sex. Ms. Lewinsky was chewing Altoids at the time, but the President replied that he did not have enough time for oral sex. They kissed, and the President rushed off to a State Dinner with President Zedillo. 


 


 On it goes. The inquisitorial dynamic is one that tends toward perpetual motion. Its only check is exhaustion.

 


An End, and a Beginning

 


Whether because of sheer exhaustion or sheer effectiveness, the efforts of Jacques Fournier in Montaillou constituted the last important chapter of the Inquisition in southern France. One name that crops up repeatedly in the interrogations preserved by the Fournier Register is that of Guillaume Bélibaste, a wily and eccentric character who is known to history as the last Cathar parfait. It has been said that Bélibaste was more truly an imparfait—the evidence is overwhelming that he failed to live scrupulously according to Cathar standards of diet and celibacy. But a Cathar parfait is what he claimed to be, and as such he was denounced to the Inquisition by a spy. Bélibaste was condemned to death in 1321, becoming the last parfait to be burned at the stake.

There were victims elsewhere. Papal inquisitors flared into activity on occasion as circumstances demanded—in Spain, in Italy, in Germany, and in other parts of France. Not long before Fournier set about his work in Montaillou, a brutal campaign was waged by the French king, Philip the Fair, against the Knights Templar, whose destruction he sought for political reasons. The Templars were a powerful quasi-religious military order whose origins lay in the Crusades and whose prime was long since past. The pope’s cooperation was needed to suppress the order; because the papacy at the time was lodged at Avignon, under watchful French eyes, it was duly obtained (though later rescinded). In October 1307, some fifteen thousand members of the order, of all ranks, were arrested throughout France in a well-coordinated operation. Several dozen leaders were burned at the stake in 1310, and the final few in 1314, bringing the Templars to an end but giving rise to countless conspiracy theories.

 Papal inquisitors were involved at two stages. The first began after the arrests, when the Templars were interrogated and in many cases tortured.  Inquisitors also visited England at one point to gather evidence. They did not have much luck. A special request to the king that torture be permitted in this instance—that the interrogation be allowed to proceed “according to ecclesiastical constitutions,” as the inquisitors euphemistically put it—was eventually granted, but it seems that the inquisitors had some difficulty finding torturers of sufficient caliber.  English monarchs were always leery of the Inquisition, and the institution never took hold on English soil.

But the English showed no compunction about using inquisitorial methods for their own ends—to mount a case against Joan of Arc. The charismatic young warrior was captured on the battlefield at Compiègne, in 1430, and after a period of months was put on trial for heresy. The ecclesiastical proceedings against Joan survive in immense detail, and to a great extent they mimic the proceedings of an Inquisition tribunal. She was never tortured, but there were sharp departures from established practice, and nothing could conceal the fact that the trial’s conclusions were preordained. Joan of Arc was burned at the stake on May 30, 1431.

As for Raymond VI of Toulouse, that wily lord at the center of so much conflict in Languedoc: against all odds, he died peacefully in his bed. Some saw his opportunism in a good light, and Raymond has achieved immortality of a sort. He is depicted on the walls of the Minnesota Supreme Court, in a century-old mural called The Adjustment of Conflicting Interests. He is joined on those walls by Moses, Confucius, and Socrates.
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