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Episode Synopses
Episode 1: “Root Out Heretics”
Airing: Wednesday, May 9, 2007; 9:00-10:00 p.m. ET

The rise of the dissident Christian movement known as Catharism in southern France during the 13th century poses a growing threat to the power of the papacy. In 1233, Pope Gregory IX charged the Dominican Order with the task of wiping out heresy. It is the birth of the Inquisition.
 
The Inquisitors ruthlessly hunt down the Cathars, turning those few who escape their grasp into desperate fugitives. Finally, in 1308, they descend upon the remote village of Montaillou, the last stronghold of the Cathars, and take the entire community prisoner. Years of interrogation and condemnation and suspicion and fear follow. Among those caught in the terrifying grip of the Inquisition are Beatrice De Planisoles, a beautiful noblewoman, and Pierre Clergue, the village priest: her secret lover — and betrayer.
Episode 2: “The Tears of Spain”
Airing: Wednesday, May 9, 2007; 10:00-11:00 p.m. ET

Until the late 14th century, Spain is a land where Christians, Jews and Muslims live together peacefully, but all this is soon to change. Attacks from Catholic zealots lead many Jews to convert in the name of self-preservation. But as these conversos prosper, emerging as a new urban, middle class, they find themselves the target of increasing resentment. Then, in 1478, the monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella — who dream of uniting all of Spain under the Catholic faith — pressure Pope Sixtus IV into launching the Spanish Inquisition. Under the merciless leadership of Dominican priest Tomas de Torquemada, the Inquisition zeros in relentlessly on conversos, tearing the community apart.
 
The Spanish Inquisition becomes notorious for its cruel practices — in particular, the auto-da-fe (“act of faith”), a ritual of public penance whose punishments include burning at the stake. This episode tells of some of the many ordinary people who fall victim to the Inquisition, recalling the vicious reprisals that follow the assassination of one Inquisitor (dozens of alleged conspirators are burned alive), and re-enacts Torquemada’s final solution for the conversos: the expulsion of all Jews from Spain in 1492.


Episode 3: “The War on Ideas”
Airing: Wednesday, May 16, 2007; 9:00-10:00 p.m. ET

Venice in the early 1500s is a major centre for trade, the publishing capital of Europe and the conduit through which the teachings of dissident German monk Martin Luther make their way into Italy. In Rome, the decadence of the papal court fuels the fanaticism of Bishop Giovanni Carafa, who becomes obsessed with reforming the Church through the extermination of heretics. By 1542, he succeeds in convincing Pope Paul III to establish an Inquisition. In the years that follow, the Palace of the Inquisition becomes Rome’s most feared address, while the growing climate of terror chokes off the free exchange of ideas in Venice.
 
When Carafa himself become Pope Paul IV in 1555, the Inquisition emerges as the Church’s most powerful institution. Among the most notorious acts of the Inquisition under Paul IV are the targeting of Jews, who are stripped of their rights and property and forced into ghettos, and the issuing of a list of prohibited books, which remained in place until 1966. This episode memorializes victims like Baldo Lupetino, the Franciscan friar who spends 14 years in solitary confinement for teaching Protestant ideas, and Pomponio Algerio, the freethinking student who is boiled alive for his beliefs. It recalls also the wild celebrations that rock the streets of Rome when the hated Paul IV, architect of the Roman Inquisition, dies in 1559.

Episode 4: “The End of the Inquisition”
Airing: Wednesday, May 16, 2007; 10:00-11:00 p.m. ET

Napoleon’s conquest of Europe and the spread of Enlightenment marks the beginning of the end for the Inquisition. In 1808, Napoleonic forces occupy Madrid and abolish the Spanish Inquisition. The artist Goya depicts for the first time the cruelties of the Inquisition, and an insider, Father Juan Antonio Llorente, publishes the first history of the Inquisition, giving voice to its victims and severely damaging the reputation of the Church. By 1809, Napoleon had stripped the Pope of his authority and ordered the Vatican archive shipped to Paris, hoping to use the contents to undermine and humiliate the Church.
 
With Napoleon’s defeat in 1814, the Inquisition makes a resurgence, but its reign would be short-lived, as the rise of the Italian unification movement sees the Pope’s temporal kingdom steadily diminished over the next several decades. This episode chronicles events from the dying days of the Inquisition, such as the kidnapping of a young Jewish boy and his father’s struggle to reclaim him from the Church. This heartbreaking case brings international condemnation and marks one of the last times in 600 years that the Inquisition would exert its once-great power.
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