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 Vol. 2: Historical Myths Debunked

 The Iron Maiden

 The Torture Device That Never Was

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"Stories of iron maidens contain such wild inconsistencies and implausibilities that the most reasonable conclusion is that they are entirely fictional."

 — Ronald Hutton, historian



Chapter One
 The Cabinet

 The guide opens the doors. Two iron panels swing outward, hinged like the wings of a dark altarpiece — and there they are. Spikes. Iron, eight inches long, arranged in careful rows across every interior surface. At the shoulders. The chest. The abdomen. The eyes. The guide pauses, lets silence do the work, then delivers the explanation every visitor has already guessed: these spikes were positioned to pierce without killing quickly. The victim inside would stand upright, sealed in the dark, and die over hours. Over days. When it was finally over, a trapdoor in the floor would release the body into the river below.

The tourists listening to this in Nuremberg's Royal Castle — in the closing decades of the nineteenth century — have just walked through rooms where Frederick Barbarossa held court, where the Holy Roman Emperors stored their crown jewels, where five kilometers of medieval wall still stand as they have stood for centuries. They are primed. They are ready to believe.

And the device in front of them is extraordinary. Seven feet tall. Shaped, vaguely, like a woman. At its crown, presiding over the whole construction with absolute incongruity, the figure of the Virgin Mary. Holy on the outside. Lethal within.

They called it the Iron Maiden of Nuremberg. They believed every word.

There is one problem. Several problems, in fact — and they are fatal.

The first written account of the iron maiden's use as a torture device was published in 1793. The physical device was assembled around 1800. The coin forger it supposedly killed in 1515 left no record in the Nuremberg criminal courts. The interior spikes, on close forensic examination, turned out to be Napoleonic-era French military bayonets — surplus battlefield equipment, repurposed around 1800 from an entirely different war. Not a single medieval document — not a court record, not an executioner's log, not a chronicle account, not a legal code — records the existence of any spiked iron cabinet used in any execution anywhere in medieval Europe.

The most famous torture device in history never tortured anyone.

This is the story of how it fooled the world — and why it refuses to stop.

Nuremberg in the late nineteenth century was not an ordinary tourist destination. It was the city of the Holy Roman Emperors, the birthplace of Albrecht Dürer, the center of early German print culture. Its medieval walls — five kilometers of them, eighty towers — stood largely intact while the rest of Europe tore down its fortifications for railways and boulevards. Walking through the Kaiserburg, the Imperial Castle on its red sandstone ridge above the city, was walking through the architecture of German national myth. Every room carried weight. Every room had a story.

The torture chamber had the best story of all.

Past suits of armor, racks of halberds, and elaborately decorated crossbows, the cabinet waited. The guide would step forward. The guide would open the doors. And the tourists — educated, middle-class, historically curious — would step closer and feel the chill of something ancient and terrible pressing against the glass of the present.

They were not experiencing the Middle Ages. They were experiencing a masterpiece of historical fabrication. But no one in that room, during any of those tours, across any of those decades, had the slightest reason to suspect it.

That is precisely what makes the iron maiden so remarkable. Not the device itself — which is, on examination, a fairly crude assemblage of mismatched metal components. What is remarkable is the machinery of belief that surrounded it. The tour guides. The illustrated catalogues. The newspaper accounts. The World's Fair exhibition. The encyclopedia entries. The postcards sold at every stop on a two-continent tour. The sheer accumulated weight of a century and a half of confident repetition.

A coin forger was placed inside this cabinet on August 14, 1515. He died slowly. The doors sealed him in. The spikes entered at the eyes, the arms, the chest, the bladder, the legs. It took two days. When it was over, the body fell through the trapdoor below. The river took him.

That is the story. Every detail of it is wrong. And the story is winning.

 [image: The Nuremberg Iron Maiden photographed by Schmidt and Michel, August 1894]The Nuremberg Iron Maiden as photographed by Ferdinand Schmidt and A. Michel on August 11, 1894. The albumen silver prints are now held at the J. Paul Getty Museum (accession no. 84.XD.1157.1161, CC0 Public Domain). The device was assembled from disparate metalwork around 1800 and displayed as a genuine medieval artifact. It was destroyed in bombing raids on Nuremberg in 1944.
 

Chapter Two
 The Story

 The man who created the iron maiden myth was a serious scholar. That is the first thing to understand. Johann Philipp Siebenkees was not a tabloid writer or a carnival barker. He was a professor of languages and philosophy at the Protestant University of Altdorf, a classicist who had traveled to Venice, Rome, and Naples in search of manuscripts, a researcher whose work on Greek and Latin philology commanded genuine respect among his contemporaries.

He was also, in 1793, working without the institutional safeguards that later generations would develop for assessing historical claims. No citation requirements stringent enough to allow verification. No peer review process that demanded source documents. No archival discipline that insisted on folio numbers and archive names before a historical claim could be published. Siebenkees did what serious scholars of his era did: he collected accounts, interpreted them, and presented them to readers as contributions to the record of the past.

In 1793 — the year, it is worth noting, of the Reign of Terror in Paris — he published the account that gave the iron maiden its specific and enduring narrative form.

Siebenkees claimed he was drawing on an older document. He described this source without the specificity that would allow later researchers to locate it: no archive, no folio number, no sufficiently precise title. He described an execution carried out on August 14, 1515. A coin forger — Münzfälscher in German — condemned by the criminal court of Nuremberg. The method: a cabinet shaped to enclose a standing human body, its interior fitted with iron spikes positioned at the eyes, arms, chest, bladder, and legs. The forger was placed inside and sealed in. He died over the following two days. When he was dead, a trapdoor opened beneath his feet and his body dropped into the water below the castle.

The account was precise. The date was exact. The crime was named. The mechanism was anatomically specific. The duration of suffering was documented. Every element was there.

Every element was invented — or, at minimum, unverifiable. Because Siebenkees's source document does not exist. Researchers have looked. The Nuremberg municipal records for 1515 survive. They contain no coin forger executed in an iron cabinet on August 14. No court order commissioning an iron cabinet has ever surfaced. No craftsman's account for building a seven-foot iron execution device has ever been found. No inventory of the castle's holdings from the sixteenth century lists any such object. The municipal executioner's records, which documented the instruments available and used, mention nothing remotely like it.

Siebenkees died in Altdorf on June 25, 1796, at the age of thirty-six — three years after publishing the account, before anyone could press him seriously on his sources. He left behind a ghost story dressed as history, a story with no verifiable origin, which meant that no one could disprove it. And a story that cannot be disproved has a natural tendency, over time, to be treated as a story that has been proved.

The mechanism of the myth's spread is worth tracing precisely, because it is the mechanism by which almost all historical fabrications survive: the progressive loss of qualifications.

Siebenkees, writing in 1793, attributed his account to an older document he described imprecisely. His own language, if examined carefully, carries traces of uncertainty — he was reporting a source, not claiming direct knowledge. But the account was reprinted. It was summarized. It was repeated in guidebooks. With each retelling, the cautious attribution to an unnamed older source quietly disappeared, until what had been secondhand became firsthand, and what had been an uncertain claim became "the historical record."

References to an iron maiden in Nuremberg appear as early as 1756, in the widely read travel writing of Johann Georg Keyssler — but Keyssler was skeptical, and he provided nothing beyond a passing mention. It was Siebenkees who supplied the anatomy of the myth. He gave the date. He named the crime. He described the mechanism. He provided the duration. He gave the story everything it needed to feel true.

What he did not give it was a verifiable source. And that absence, buried beneath the accumulating confidence of a century of repetition, became the hidden fault line running beneath the most famous torture device in history.

By the time serious scholars began examining the documentary record — by the time anyone thought to check the Nuremberg criminal court records for 1515, to search the executioner's logs, to look for any surviving inventory that listed a seven-foot iron cabinet in the castle's holdings — the story had been circulating for nearly a century. It had been printed in guidebooks. It had been told on tours. It had been reproduced in encyclopedia entries. It had, in the most important sense, become true — not because the evidence supported it, but because the accumulated weight of repetition had made it feel like something that had been verified long ago by someone more qualified to judge.

Nobody had verified it. Siebenkees had described a source that no one has ever found. The execution had left no trace in any municipal record. The device had not existed, as a physical object, until approximately seven years after Siebenkees published his account of it.

First the story. Then the prop built to match it.

That is the sequence. And once you see it, the rest of the iron maiden's history looks very different indeed.

 
 

Chapter Three
 The Assembler

 Here is the physical problem. If an iron maiden was used to execute a coin forger in Nuremberg on August 14, 1515, the device must have existed in 1515. And a device like that — a seven-foot iron cabinet fitted with anatomically positioned spikes, employed in a significant and memorable execution by a novel method — would leave traces. Court records. An executioner's inventory. A craftsman's commission. Something, from some source, in some form.

There is nothing.

The Nuremberg Iron Maiden first appears as a documented physical object around 1800 — approximately 285 years after the execution it supposedly performed, and approximately seven years after Siebenkees published the account that gave it its name, its purpose, and its chronology. The sequence is damning and its meaning is clear: first the story (1793), then the device assembled to match it (circa 1800). This is not the sequence in which genuine historical artifacts present themselves.

The most thorough forensic examination of what the iron maiden was actually made of was conducted by Wolfgang Schild, professor of criminal law and criminal law history at the University of Bielefeld. His 2000 monograph — Die eiserne Jungfrau: Dichtung und Wahrheit, The Iron Maiden: Fiction and Truth — drew on physical analysis of surviving specimens across European collections, the complete documentary record from the medieval period, and the broader history of criminal justice in the Holy Roman Empire. Its findings are not disputed by any subsequent scholarship in the field.

What Schild found was not a medieval artifact. It was an assemblage.

The device was composed of disparate components — pieces of metalwork from various periods and origins — combined, probably in stages, probably by more than one person, into the coherent humanoid form that tourists encountered in the Kaiserburg. The exterior had been worked to suggest a woman's shape. The Virgin Mary was mounted at the crown. The whole construction looked, to the uninformed eye, exactly like what it claimed to be.

But the interior spikes told a different story. An analysis identified a portion of them as consistent in composition and cross-sectional profile with French military bayonets of the Napoleonic period — manufactured in the early nineteenth century. Triangular-section implements, designed to pierce without cutting. The classic Napoleonic infantry bayonet. Retrofitted as interior spikes in a device presented as a construction of the early sixteenth century.

Think about what this means. Napoleonic-era French bayonets were military surplus equipment, available in German cities in significant quantities following the upheavals of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars (1792–1815). Someone in Nuremberg, around 1800, needed iron spikes approximately eight inches long, triangular in section, designed to penetrate without excessive blade width. Napoleonic bayonets were the economical, ready answer. The assembler built the device from available materials. The fact that those materials happened to post-date the supposed execution by three centuries was not, apparently, a concern.

Who built it is unknown. The construction of the Nuremberg Iron Maiden cannot be definitively attributed to any individual, institution, or workshop. What can be established is the period — around 1800 — and the cultural context that made the construction worthwhile. Nuremberg was already attracting tourists from across Europe. The German Romantic movement was enthusiastically investing medieval Germany with heroic drama. An iron maiden, placed in the castle's existing collection and presented as genuine, would confirm exactly what visitors expected to find. It would draw more visitors. It would generate revenue. It would satisfy a demand that Siebenkees's 1793 account had recently made specific and vivid.

But here is the detail that the assembler — whoever they were — almost certainly did not anticipate. The iron maiden was not an invention from scratch. It was a transformation of something real.

Schild's most important contribution was identifying the genuine ancestor: the Schandmantel. German for "cloak of shame" or "mantle of shame." A real instrument of punishment, documented in German municipal legal records from the thirteenth century onward, with physical specimens surviving in German museum collections, with repeated appearances in contemporary visual sources. The Schandmantel was a barrel- or cloak-shaped frame, constructed of wood, tin, or a combination of both, roughly large enough to be worn over the body of a standing adult.

It had no spikes. It was not designed to injure, let alone to kill.

An offender sentenced to the Schandmantel was fitted into it in a public place and led through the streets — through the market square, past the church, wherever the maximum community audience could be assembled. Passersby were implicitly invited to deliver their judgment. They shouted, mocked, threw refuse. The offender inside the barrel endured the collective social punishment of their community and went home afterward to rebuild their standing among the neighbors who had watched. Those sentenced were not murderers or traitors. They were petty offenders: poachers, minor fraudsters, public drunkards. The punishment was calibrated to the offense — shaming, not death; community judgment, not private execution; the open light of the market square, not the sealed darkness of a castle cellar.

The Schandmantel is thoroughly authenticated. It leaves a trail in the historical record because it was actually used, and documented, and remembered, and depicted in contemporary woodcuts and illuminated manuscripts. Unlike the iron maiden, it does not vanish when you look for it.

The conceptual transformation from the Schandmantel to the iron maiden was not technological development. Nothing in the documentary record suggests the Schandmantel was ever fitted with spikes, ever used to produce injury rather than humiliation, or ever modified into a sealed execution cabinet. The transformation was an imaginative leap — made in the Romantic era, not the medieval one — from a documented instrument of community shame to an invented instrument of private death.

That leap required the Middle Ages to have been considerably more monstrous than they were.

The Romantic era found the monstrous version more useful, and obligingly supplied it. Schild's survey of iron maiden specimens across European collections confirmed this uniformly: no specimen could be reliably dated before 1800. Not the Nuremberg original. Not the specimens in Prague or Amsterdam or the dozens of European and American torture museums that display them today. The earliest physically dated iron maiden in European collections, at Hrad Spilberk in the Czech Republic, dates to approximately the sixteenth century — still three hundred years before any written account of an iron maiden's use in execution, and still without any documentary record of what it was for or how it functioned.

These are not medieval artifacts. They are assemblages. Composites of metalwork from various periods, combined in the nineteenth century into a form that the market demanded and the Siebenkees account had made conceptually available. The craftsmen who built them were not medieval torturers. They were entrepreneurs meeting a demand that a German philosopher and a French polemicist had inadvertently created, in the same revolutionary year, on opposite sides of the Rhine.

The device was a fabrication. The spikes were bayonets. The story had no source. And in roughly seven years, the whole thing would go on tour.

 [image: The Schandmantel — medieval cloak of shame punishment device]The Schandmantel, or "cloak of shame," was a genuine medieval German punishment device: a barrel-shaped frame of wood and tin worn by petty offenders during public humiliation rituals. Professor Wolfgang Schild identified it as the probable ancestor of the iron maiden myth — a human-shaped enclosure transformed by nineteenth-century imagination from a humiliation device into an execution machine.
 

Chapter Four
 The Grand Tour

 April 1890. London. A deal is struck.

Julius D. Ichenhauser, operating from 68 New Bond Street — one of the most fashionable commercial addresses in the British capital — has acquired the complete Nuremberg torture collection and is about to sell it to Charles Henry John Chetwynd-Talbot, the 20th Earl of Shrewsbury and Talbot. The Earldom of Shrewsbury is the oldest surviving English earldom, created in 1442. The 20th Earl appears in the historical record primarily through this transaction. He is, for posterity, the man who bought a torture collection — and who sent the iron maiden to America.

The collection comprised more than 1,300 objects: prints, engravings, rare books, and physical instruments of torture and punishment drawn from the Kaiserburg's holdings. Ichenhauser compiled a detailed illustrated catalogue — a substantial document that served simultaneously as a sales instrument, a scholarly apparatus, and a tour guide for the exhibitions to follow. The iron maiden occupied the centerpiece position. Its catalogue description reproduced the Siebenkees account of the 1515 coin forger's execution as though it were an established historical fact. The date. The offense. The mechanism. The duration of suffering. All of it, presented without qualification or doubt.

There is no evidence that Ichenhauser made any serious attempt to verify the Siebenkees claim against the Nuremberg municipal records. There is equally no evidence he had any reason to doubt it. The device was in the Kaiserburg. The guidebooks called it medieval. Siebenkees's account, stripped of its cautious source attribution through a century of retelling, had become simply "the historical record." For a dealer on New Bond Street in 1890, the accumulated weight of a century's popular belief outweighed any impulse toward archival investigation in a German city. The collection was sold. The catalogue was printed. The tour began.

The exhibition traveled across the principal cities of Great Britain from 1890 to 1892 — London first, then outward. The framing was educational: a display of medieval criminal justice rather than pure entertainment, the characteristic Victorian move that allowed audiences to feel excited while maintaining the posture of cultural self-improvement. The audience was the educated middle class that visited the British Museum, attended lectures at the Royal Institution, and absorbed its image of the medieval past from Sir Walter Scott's historical novels and the Gothic Revival in architecture. They arrived expecting darkness. The iron maiden delivered exactly what was expected.

Then came an invitation that would change everything.

The World's Columbian Exposition of 1893 — held in Chicago to celebrate the four-hundredth anniversary of Columbus's arrival in the Americas — was the largest international exhibition in American history. Six hundred and ninety acres of Jackson Park on the south shore of Lake Michigan, transformed by Frederick Law Olmsted into the White City: two hundred neoclassical buildings of white-painted steel and plaster, oriented around a lagoon and a Court of Honor. At night, the buildings were lit by George Westinghouse's alternating current electrical systems — the definitive moment in the current wars between Edison and Westinghouse. The Ferris wheel made its first appearance, 264 feet tall, designed by George Washington Gale Ferris Jr. Frederick Jackson Turner delivered his frontier thesis to the American Historical Association. Scott Joplin attended and helped establish ragtime as a national musical form.

And in the Anthropological Building, situated between the Woman's Building and the Transportation Building, the Nuremberg torture collection was presented as an authentic record of medieval European criminal justice. More than 27 million admissions over six months — in a country of 63 million people. The iron maiden, at the World's Columbian Exposition of 1893, was seen by more people in a single season than in all the preceding decades of its existence combined.

The Anthropological Building's stated purpose was to demonstrate the scientific study of human cultures. In this context, medieval European torture instruments sat alongside ethnographic exhibits from colonized peoples as evidence of the spectrum of human cultural development. The iron maiden, in the Anthropological Building, served as proof that even European civilization had once been savage — and had unambiguously progressed beyond it. The device was simultaneously a horror and a reassurance: the past was monstrous, the present was better, and the Exposition itself was the evidence. The tourists left enlightened. They left wrong.

After Chicago, the collection moved to New York — to 115–117 West 23rd Street, near Sixth Avenue, in a Tenderloin entertainment district venue that had formerly housed Koster and Bial's Concert Hall. No scholarly apparatus here. No Anthropological Building framing. Pure entertainment, with the honest commercial directness of a variety venue that made no claims to academic legitimacy. The iron maiden was a show. It had always been a show. New York dropped the pretense.

The most enduring documentation of the device came not from the exhibition circuit but from Nuremberg itself. On August 11, 1894, local photographers Ferdinand Schmidt and A. Michel made a series of albumen silver prints of the iron maiden at the castle — capturing its exterior shape, its hinged doors, the arrangement of interior spikes with a precision no written description could match. These photographs were sold as postcards, reproduced in periodicals across Europe and America, incorporated into the growing visual record of an indisputably medieval artifact.

Those photographs still exist. They are held in the Getty Museum's collection. They show, in crisp Victorian albumen silver, a device assembled from military surplus equipment and disparate metalwork around 1800, photographed in 1894, presented as a construction of 1515.

By the time the Nuremberg collection returned from America and the iron maiden resumed its place in the Kaiserburg's display rooms, it had been seen by more people than any other torture instrument in history. The number who left any of these exhibitions — London, Birmingham, Chicago, New York — skeptical of the device's medieval provenance is, so far as any surviving record indicates, approximately zero.

They arrived expecting medieval barbarism. The iron maiden delivered perfectly. As it had been designed to do.

 [image: Illustrated catalogue of the Nuremberg torture collection, 1890 Earl of Shrewsbury exhibition]The illustrated catalogue compiled by Julius D. Ichenhauser for the Earl of Shrewsbury's exhibition of the Nuremberg torture collection, which toured Britain from 1890 to 1892 before crossing the Atlantic to the 1893 World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago. The iron maiden is described throughout as a genuine medieval artifact. The catalogue is preserved at the Wellcome Collection, London.
 

Chapter Five
 The Dark Middle Ages

 The iron maiden did not emerge from nothing. It emerged from a story — a very old story, told with gathering confidence across nearly five centuries — about what the Middle Ages were. To understand why the iron maiden was believed, you have to understand the tradition that made it not just plausible but necessary.

Someone had to want it to be true before anyone could build it.

The phrase "dark ages" was coined not in the medieval period but in the Renaissance. Francesco Petrarch — born in Arezzo in 1304, dead in Arquà in 1374 — was the Italian poet and humanist who first described the millennium between the fall of the Western Roman Empire and his own time as a period of darkness. Here is the detail that almost every subsequent retelling drops: Petrarch's darkness was literary and aesthetic, not moral. He was mourning the rupture in classical Latin learning. He was lamenting Cicero's prose style, lost for centuries. He was not cataloguing torture chambers. He was not arguing that the medieval period had been systematically cruel or barbaric. He was a frustrated classicist who missed good Latin.

Then the Protestant Reformation arrived and changed the stakes completely.

Protestant theology required, as its foundational premise, that the Catholic Church had gone wrong somewhere. Between the apostolic period and the present, the institution had departed from Gospel truth and replaced it with human invention, institutional corruption, and the commercial exploitation of lay faith. This was not merely a theological argument. It was a historical one — a story about when the departure had occurred, over what period it had deepened, and what it had looked like in practice. The Middle Ages were the obvious setting, because the medieval Catholic Church — the Papacy, the Inquisition, the indulgences, the cult of relics — was precisely the system that Protestant reformers were fighting.

Demonstrating that the medieval Church had been corrupt, cruel, and hypocritical was therefore not historical inquiry. It was theological polemic in the service of living religious controversy — with genuine stakes, conducted by writers who needed their audience to believe that Rome had systematically done evil in the name of God. The Spanish Inquisition, established in 1478 under Ferdinand and Isabella, became the primary vehicle for this argument. Its documented practices — interrogation under torture, burning at the stake, the public theater of the auto-da-fé — were real, extensively documented, and genuinely horrifying. But in Protestant polemical literature, the Inquisition's documented cruelties were repeatedly supplemented by invented ones that confirmed the narrative even more vividly.

The Black Legend — the tradition of anti-Spanish, anti-Catholic writing that combined genuine historical grievance with substantial exaggeration and invention — flourished in English, Dutch, and German Protestant cultures for centuries. Its literary and visual products created a set of stock images: the inquisitor behind his desk, the prisoner on the rack, the private cellar in which unspeakable things occurred away from public scrutiny. By the time the Enlightenment arrived to radicalize these critiques, the visual vocabulary of medieval Catholic cruelty was already well established.

Voltaire's contempt for the Catholic Church and medieval scholasticism was total, theatrical, and enormously influential. Edward Gibbon's Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776–1789) made the extended, elegantly documented argument that Christianity had been a primary cause of Rome's collapse: that the Church's otherworldly focus had drained the martial and civic virtues that sustained the empire, and that the medieval centuries were characterized by clerical domination and the suppression of rational inquiry. Neither Voltaire nor Gibbon was entirely wrong about everything. Both were writing history as argument, selecting evidence that supported their case and treating complications as less significant than they were.

When Jean-François de la Harpe sat down in Paris in 1793 to describe the Spanish Inquisition's use of an iron maiden on a naked woman, he was not departing from this tradition. He was its logical and fully developed product. La Harpe was a critic, translator of Greek drama, and prominent figure in French Enlightenment literary culture. In 1793 — the year of the guillotine as an industrial instrument of revolutionary justice — he was writing about medieval Catholic cruelty in a context that made the comparison urgent. The device he chose to describe — a woman, naked, slowly pierced in a spiked cabinet operated by inquisitors who preached mercy while enacting methodical violence — embodied the Enlightenment critique of the Church in a single image. La Harpe wrote with the confidence of someone who had inherited two centuries of anti-Catholic argument and had no strong incentive to doubt the engraving he was reproducing as historical fact.

Then the Romantics arrived, and everything became more complicated.

Where the Enlightenment had despised the Middle Ages with relative consistency, the Romantics were ambivalent in a more aesthetically productive way. Walter Scott's historical novels — Ivanhoe (1819), Quentin Durward (1823), The Talisman (1825) — presented the medieval past as a time of chivalry, adventure, and authentic national character. German Romantics found in the medieval past the cultural materials for a modern German national identity: the guild traditions, the imperial legends, the Gothic architecture that Friedrich Schlegel declared the "German style." Nuremberg itself was a central node of German Romantic medievalism — Dürer's city, the imperial castle on its sandstone ridge, the guild halls and city walls that had survived largely intact into the nineteenth century.

But the Romantics also needed the Middle Ages to be dangerous. Danger was aesthetically essential to their project. The Gothic novel — from Horace Walpole's The Castle of Otranto (1764) through Ann Radcliffe's labyrinthine dungeons and Matthew Lewis's The Monk (1796) — required exactly the setting and apparatus that the iron maiden provided. A dark castle. An enclosed space. Inescapable mechanical fate. A victim with no escape. The iron maiden was, for Gothic literature, an almost perfect prop. Enclosed, mechanical, lethal, and slow — which mattered aesthetically, because Gothic horror preferred the gradual to the sudden. A victim entering an iron maiden had time to understand their situation before it became irreversible.

The symbolic density of the iron maiden explains why it survived long after its historical claims were discredited. The exterior bore the Virgin Mary — the most revered figure of medieval Catholic devotion. The interior was lined with spikes designed to kill slowly. The object was, literally and materially, the emblem of institutional hypocrisy: holy outside, murderous within. It confirmed the Protestant argument about Rome's corruption. It confirmed the Enlightenment argument about superstition and violence. It confirmed the Gothic argument about the darkness concealed behind civilization's surface. It did all three simultaneously, in a single seven-foot iron cabinet.

No genuine medieval instrument served all of these purposes at once. No artifact from the actual historical record could have been engineered to confirm so many different ideological arguments simultaneously. The iron maiden served them all because it had been designed to do so — assembled not from the physical reality of medieval criminal justice but from the imaginative requirements of the tradition that commissioned it.

The market existed before the product. When someone assembled the Nuremberg Iron Maiden from disparate metal components and Napoleonic bayonets around 1800, they were filling a demand that two centuries of Protestant polemic, Enlightenment philosophy, and Gothic literary imagination had already created with precise and urgent specificity.

The tourists arrived expecting dark. The iron maiden, assembled for exactly this expectation, provided it.

 
 

Chapter Six
 What They Actually Did

 Let's be clear about something. Medieval torture was real.

This is not a book that rehabilitates the Middle Ages as a golden age of human rights and enlightened justice. The historical record of torture in medieval Europe is extensive, specific, and unambiguous. Torture was practiced under legal frameworks that authorized it, regulated it, and documented its application in court records that survive in archives across the continent. The picture that emerges is brutal. It is also almost entirely unlike the theatrical machine-based horror the nineteenth century attributed to the Middle Ages. And understanding that difference matters — not as an exculpation of the medieval period, but as a precise correction of what the iron maiden specifically falsified.

In 1252, Pope Innocent IV issued the papal bull Ad extirpanda — "For the extermination" of heresy — formally authorizing the use of torture in proceedings of the Inquisition. The document exists. Its provisions are carefully bounded: torture could be applied to extract confessions in heresy cases, but not more than once on the same prisoner without new evidence emerging, not causing permanent physical injury, not causing death, and conducted in the presence of a notary who recorded everything. These restrictions were imperfectly observed. But they existed, were formally in force, and were observed often enough to leave a documentary trail that allows historians to reconstruct what Inquisition interrogations actually looked like.

They did not look like an iron maiden.

The primary torture method authorized and used by the medieval Inquisition was the strappado. Not a machine. No elaborate construction, no specialized metalwork, no engineering of the kind that building an iron maiden would require. Strappado was a method of suspension, elegant in its terrible simplicity. The victim's wrists were bound behind their back. A rope was attached to the bound wrists, passed over a pulley mounted in the ceiling or thrown over a beam, and used to hoist the victim into the air — suspended entirely by their arms twisted behind them in an anatomically unnatural position. Severe pain through the torsion of shoulder joints. No specialized cabinet. No spikes. A rope, a beam, and a notary with a pen.

In the intensified version — strappado con pesi, strappado with weights — weights were attached to the victim's ankles, increasing the force transmitted through the shoulder joints. In the most severe form, the victim was hoisted to the ceiling and dropped — suddenly, without warning — arrested just above the floor. The sudden arrest transmitted through the victim's own body weight, causing dislocation, tearing ligaments, creating injuries that were sometimes permanent even when the procedure was officially supposed to leave no lasting mark. Inquisition notaries recorded the results of these sessions: the confessions obtained, the physical state of the prisoner afterward, the names of those present. The records are detailed, bureaucratic, and frequently disturbing.

They do not mention iron maidens. Not once. Not in any archive across Spain, Italy, France, or Portugal.

The rack — a wooden frame with rollers at each end, to which the victim's wrists and ankles were bound and then stretched — appears in the English historical record from the mid-fifteenth century. The earliest clearly documented use at the Tower of London dates to 1447, when its application to a prisoner named John Holt is recorded. The rack was employed in England primarily in political cases of the Tudor and early Stuart periods: treason, espionage, conspiracies against the crown. It was used against Thomas Cromwell's political opponents in the 1530s, against Catholic recusants in the 1580s and 1590s, against the Gunpowder Plot conspirators in 1605 — where the Privy Council's specific authorization of torture against Guy Fawkes was issued in writing and survives in the state papers.

The rack was real. Its documented history is substantial. Its application was genuinely brutal. And it does not remotely resemble an iron maiden. The rack was about extension — the tearing apart of limb joints. It was administered with the prisoner visible to interrogators, in a room where the process could be managed and monitored. Not an enclosed cabinet. Not a slow private death in the dark.

The dominant forms of legal punishment across medieval and early modern Europe were public, mechanically simple, and explicitly designed to be witnessed by the maximum number of people. The pillory locked the offender's head and hands in a standing position, placed in market squares and church forecourts — the locations of maximum foot traffic. The stocks locked the ankles. Both devices worked by making the criminal visible and immobile before their community, unable to respond to the collective judgment of everyone who passed by. Eggs were thrown. Refuse was thrown. Insults were delivered without possibility of response. The punishment was effective because it was communal. The entire community participated.

For serious capital offenses, the documented execution methods were all public, all performed before crowds that might number in the thousands: hanging at the public gallows, beheading by sword or axe on a public scaffold, burning at the stake in the market square, and in England for treason — hanging, drawing, and quartering, performed with the full ceremony of state justice before an assembled audience. The scaffold was not incidental to the execution. It was its essential medium. The execution was a civic event, a public enactment of the legal order, a demonstration that served simultaneously as warning, as theater, as social ritual, and as political communication.

This is the point that destroys the iron maiden's internal logic completely.

The Constitutio Criminalis Carolina — the imperial criminal code promulgated by Holy Roman Emperor Charles V in 1532 and in force across the German-speaking lands for more than two centuries — specifies with precision the methods by which judicial torture may be applied, the categories of offenses warranting its use, the procedural protections required, and the forms of capital punishment authorized for various crimes. The Carolina is meticulous. It is complete. Every major instrument of criminal procedure in common use in the Holy Roman Empire appears in it somewhere.

There is no iron maiden in the Carolina. No spiked cabinet of any kind.

And here is why there couldn't be: the iron maiden, if it had been used as described, would have been precisely the kind of execution device that the internal logic of medieval criminal justice would never have developed. Because it would have defeated the primary purpose of that justice entirely. Medieval execution was explicitly and systematically public. It required witnesses. Its entire social function was to demonstrate, to an assembled community, the consequences of crime and the power of the legal order. A death that occurred inside a sealed iron cabinet, in a castle room, with the body dropped through a trapdoor into a river, would produce a corpse and no political effect whatsoever.

Medieval criminal justice was not primarily interested in producing corpses. It was interested in producing spectacle, submission, and social memory. The iron maiden is, on its own terms, a functionally incoherent device — a private death machine designed for an era that required its deaths to be intensely public.

Across the entire surviving legal literature of medieval Europe, the iron maiden is absent. Not marginalized. Not rare. Not contested. Absent. In thousands of Inquisition records, in German municipal criminal codes from the thirteenth century through the sixteenth, in the detailed English assize rolls, in the imperial legislation of the Holy Roman Empire, in the executioners' logs of major German cities, in contemporary chronicle accounts — there is no spiked iron cabinet. The real instruments of medieval torture and punishment left extensive traces because they were actually used, officially documented, and remembered by people who were present.

The iron maiden left no traces because it was there for none of it.

 [image: The Iron Maiden — the device that claimed to define medieval torture]The iron maiden's imposing exterior — human-shaped, surmounted by the Virgin Mary — was designed to be visually convincing. The interior spikes, allegedly positioned to pierce without immediately killing, represented a theatrical conception of torture that had no basis in actual medieval penal practice, which relied primarily on simple methods like strappado, the pillory, and public execution.
 

Chapter Seven
 The Bombing

 By 1939, the Nuremberg Iron Maiden had been on continuous public display for approximately 140 years. It had been exhibited on two continents, seen by tens of millions of visitors, reproduced in countless books and encyclopedia entries, accepted as genuine by everyone who stood in front of it, and rejected as fraudulent by every scholar who had examined the documentary record carefully.

The gap between popular belief and scholarly knowledge was already enormous. The Second World War resolved the question of the device's continued existence by other means.

Nuremberg occupied a particular symbolic position in the Nazi period that went beyond the city's genuine historical significance. Its ancient heritage — the imperial connections, the Dürer associations, the intact medieval cityscape, the guild traditions — made it a natural site for the regime's appropriation of German historical identity. Nuremberg had been explicitly selected as the site of the annual Nazi Party rallies from 1933 onward. The rally grounds constructed on the southern edge of the city were designed by Albert Speer to invoke simultaneously the ancient Roman amphitheater and the medieval German imperial gathering. The Zeppelin Field, the Congress Hall modeled on the Colosseum, the Luitpoldarena — these structures placed the Nazi movement in a visual context that claimed both classical Roman authority and medieval German continuity. The Kaiserburg on its sandstone ridge looked down over the city's red rooftops, now incorporated into a symbolic landscape the regime was actively constructing and maintaining.

The iron maiden in the castle's torture collection was, in this period, one exhibit among many in a city the regime had conscripted entirely into its mythology of eternal German greatness.

The RAF's strategic bombing campaign against Nuremberg began in 1940 and intensified progressively through 1943 and 1944 as Allied air power developed the capacity to strike deep into Germany at night. Nuremberg was a significant industrial and transportation target: armaments factories, ball-bearing plants that were a primary focus of Allied strategic bombing theory, major rail junctions connecting southern Germany with the north and east. It was also a symbolic target — the city of the rallies, the city where the Nuremberg Laws of 1935 had been promulgated, stripping German Jews of citizenship and rights, the city whose name had been given to the legislation that made legal persecution the formal law of the Reich.

The most devastating single raid came on the night of January 2–3, 1945.

Five hundred and twenty-one RAF bombers of Bomber Command — Lancasters and Mosquitoes — delivered over 6,000 high-explosive bombs and approximately one million incendiary devices in a raid that lasted roughly an hour. The attack killed an estimated 1,800 people. It destroyed approximately ninety percent of the medieval Altstadt — one of the most intact medieval urban environments in Germany, with city walls, guild halls, timber-framed domestic architecture, major churches, and civic buildings standing in continuous use since the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. In a single night, the physical substance of the medieval city that Petrarch might have recognized was reduced to shells, rubble, and ash. The Kaiserburg itself was severely damaged, its buildings gutted, its collections scattered or destroyed.

The iron maiden was lost to the bombing campaign. Accounts differ on whether the loss occurred during the January 1945 raid or an earlier raid in 1944, but the outcome is consistent across all sources: the device was gone.

What the bombers destroyed was not a medieval artifact. It was an early-nineteenth-century assemblage of iron components, given the form of a medieval execution device by Romantic-era entrepreneurs and maintained as an apparently authentic medieval artifact by 140 years of tourist infrastructure and popular belief. But incendiary bombs do not distinguish between genuine antiquities and fabricated ones. The iron maiden burned or was crushed, along with the Kaiserburg's other holdings and the medieval city around it, in the industrial-scale destruction of an air raid conducted by a democracy against a dictatorship in the fifth year of the most destructive war in human history.

What remained were copies, and the question of what to do with them.

The Kriminalmuseum — the Medieval Crime Museum — in Rothenburg ob der Tauber displays, as part of its permanent collection, an iron maiden. Rothenburg is a walled medieval town in Franconia, one of the most completely preserved medieval urban environments in Europe, that survived the Second World War because it was not a significant industrial or transportation target, and because its surrender in the final days of the war was negotiated rather than contested. The device the Kriminalmuseum displays was constructed in the early 1960s — approximately fifteen years after the destruction of the Nuremberg original. It is a copy of the early-nineteenth-century Nuremberg iron maiden, which was itself an assembly from disparate components presented as a medieval artifact. The Rothenburg iron maiden is therefore a copy of a fabrication, displayed in a building called the Medieval Crime Museum, in the most completely preserved medieval town in Germany, to tourists who come specifically to experience medieval history.

The museum's documentation, if examined carefully by a visitor with German language skills and time to read display cards, does not claim medieval authenticity for the device. But the display context creates an impression that careful documentation cannot fully correct. The Kriminalmuseum is full of genuine medieval and early modern artifacts — genuine pillories, genuine branding irons, genuine stocks, genuine executioners' swords — and the iron maiden sits among them. The visual context overwhelms the textual qualification. The tourists come to see medieval criminal justice. The iron maiden is there. They leave with the same understanding they arrived with.

The investigation of other supposed medieval torture devices produced results consistent with Schild's findings on the iron maiden. The Pear of Anguish — a pear-shaped metal device with a screw mechanism, described in torture museum exhibitions across Europe as a medieval Inquisition instrument — was examined by researcher Chris Bishop, who found that "objects calling themselves the Pear of Anguish first start appearing around the middle of the 19th century." No medieval documentation. No pre-Romantic physical specimens. No contemporary accounts of its use. The Judas Cradle — a pyramid-shaped metal seat onto which victims were allegedly lowered — displays the same genealogy when examined: no medieval documentation, no physical specimens with verifiable provenance from the medieval period, no contemporary accounts. The Spanish Donkey, the Knee Splitter, and the various other theatrical devices that fill European and American torture museums have, on consistent examination, no documentary provenance from the periods they claim. They are nineteenth-century fabrications, produced by the same market forces and cultural demand that produced the Nuremberg Iron Maiden.

In 2003, Coalition forces entering Baghdad following the invasion of Iraq reported finding an iron maiden at the headquarters of the Iraqi National Olympic Committee — a building associated with Uday Hussein, Saddam Hussein's eldest son, and with systematic torture of Iraqi athletes who failed to perform to the regime's expectations. Whether the device was a commercial reproduction, something purpose-built for use, or an object with a more complicated history, its presence illustrated the darkest practical consequence of the iron maiden myth's persistence across two centuries of popular culture. A device invented by Romantic-era showmen to sell horror to tourists had migrated through the channels of global popular imagery — through guidebooks, postcards, encyclopedia illustrations, museum displays, heavy metal band names, and video game assets — to become an instrument adopted for actual use in a twenty-first-century torture program.

The fictional medieval torture device had circled back to practical reality. Its invented origin no longer distinguished it from actual cruelty.

The Nuremberg Iron Maiden's destruction in 1944 might, in different circumstances, have provided the opportunity for a permanent historical correction: with the primary specimen gone, the documentary case against it fully established, no physical object to sustain the popular belief, the myth might have faded. Instead, its physical destruction preserved the myth in a form that no bomb could touch — in the global image archive, in the Schmidt and Michel photographs in the Getty Museum, in the postcards sold at exhibitions on two continents, in the countless book illustrations accumulated since 1793, and in the cultural memory of tens of millions of people who had stood in front of it and believed.

The original iron maiden was gone. The idea of the iron maiden, by 1944, was permanent.

 
 

Chapter Eight
 The Myth That Won

 In 2000, Wolfgang Schild published his verdict in the full detail the question warranted. The iron maiden was an assemblage constructed around 1800. Its interior spikes were partly composed of Napoleonic-era French military bayonets. Its medieval provenance was entirely fabricated. The documentary record contained no reference to a spiked iron cabinet used in any medieval execution. The Siebenkees account published in 1793 had no verifiable source document. The 1515 coin forger's death had left no trace in the Nuremberg criminal records or in any other contemporary source.

The iron maiden was not a medieval artifact. It was a Romantic-era prop, assembled from surplus military equipment and disparate metalwork to confirm a story whose source did not exist, built for an audience that demanded physical evidence of what it already believed about the Middle Ages.

The scholarly consensus that followed Schild's monograph was clear and consistent. Ronald Hutton, professor of history at the University of Bristol and one of the most prominent historians of popular belief in British academic life, concluded that stories of iron maidens contained "such wild inconsistencies and implausibilities that the most reasonable conclusion is that they are entirely fictional." Historians of medieval criminal justice — examining the Carolina, the Inquisition records, the German municipal legal codes, the English assize rolls, and the executioners' logs — confirmed the same finding from different directions: no iron maiden appears in any primary source from the medieval period. The Rothenburg museum acknowledges, under careful questioning, that its iron maiden is a modern reproduction. The broader scholarly consensus, among historians who have examined the primary sources, is not contested by any specialist who has done the same.

The iron maiden has not died.

Iron Maiden, the heavy metal band formed in Leyton, East London in 1975 by bassist and primary songwriter Steve Harris, has sold more than 100 million albums across a catalog of seventeen studio records. Performed to audiences on every inhabited continent. Maintained for five decades one of the most loyal fanbases in the history of popular music. Their name, their skeletal mascot Eddie — present on every album cover since 1980 — and their overall aesthetic drew freely from horror literature, British history, science fiction, and a theatrical darkness that has proven commercially durable across half a century and multiple generations of listeners. Iron Maiden the band had no interest in making historical claims about medieval torture. What they had was a name that resonated with a globally established cultural image — dark, enclosed, lethal, medieval — that required no explanation to any listener in any language. The name worked because the myth had already done its work.

The band's commercial success has ensured that the device remains embedded in global popular consciousness at a level that no scholarly monograph, however thorough, can dislodge. The iron maiden exists now not as a historical claim but as a cultural icon — as permanent a feature of the Western imaginative landscape as the rack, the guillotine, or the dungeon, regardless of what it was or was not in any historical reality. Video games set in medieval Europe include iron maidens as standard dungeon furniture. Horror films feature them. Escape rooms deploy them. Theme park dark rides use them. The iron maiden appears in animated television programs, in young adult historical fiction, in museum gift shops across the United States and Europe, and in Halloween merchandise catalogs. Each appearance adds a casual layer of reinforcement to a belief that no single encounter with scholarly debunking is likely to overcome.

Torture museums operate across Europe and beyond — Amsterdam, Prague, San Gimignano, Bruges, Rothenburg ob der Tauber, Hollywood, and dozens of other cities. Their commercial model depends on the attribution of medieval authenticity. A nineteenth-century fabrication, honestly labeled as such, generates limited excitement among paying visitors. A medieval execution machine, presented as genuine, generates queues, gasps, photographs uploaded to social media, and ticket revenue sufficient to sustain the enterprise. The scholarly debunking of the iron maiden is commercially useless to these enterprises, and they have shown no particular urgency about incorporating it into their displays. The iron maiden wins, every time, because the iron maiden was designed to win — designed by the Romantic era to be exactly as convincing as the story required.

The psychology of why people want to believe the iron maiden is real is as well-documented as the history of why it is not. Dark tourism — the practice of visiting sites associated with death, torture, atrocity, and extreme human suffering — has been studied by sociologists and tourism researchers as a distinctive category of cultural behavior with its own motivational logic and psychological rewards. The appeal is not simply morbid curiosity. Research suggests that dark tourism offers what practitioners describe as a controlled encounter with mortality: the emotional experience of proximity to death and suffering in a context that remains physically safe, institutionally managed, and educationally framed.

The iron maiden visitor does not just feel scared, as they might watching a horror film. They feel instructed. They feel that they have learned something real. They feel grateful — grateful for their era, grateful for the civilization that has placed the barbarity they are observing safely in the past. They feel like citizens of a better age than the one they are examining: like people who have progressed beyond the darkness into which they are briefly, safely, educationally gazing. The iron maiden is terrifying and reassuring simultaneously, and the reassurance is doing most of the work.

This self-flattering distance is precisely why the myth resists correction. The correction is uncomfortable in a specific way that goes beyond academic adjustment. If the iron maiden was not medieval — if it was assembled by people living in the early nineteenth century, the same century that produced parliamentary reform, the abolition of slavery, railways, photography, and the Crystal Palace — then the comfortable distance between the tourist and the torture device collapses. The iron maiden was not made by people who lived in the dark. It was made by people who lived in gaslight, who had read Voltaire and Schiller and Sir Walter Scott, who were building the industrial civilization whose material benefits we still enjoy. The cruelty — the deliberate fabrication of a device designed to make the past appear more monstrous than it was, in order to make the present feel more enlightened than it had earned — belonged to the nineteenth century, not to the Middle Ages.

The mirror the iron maiden holds up reflects not the medieval period but the Romantic era that invented it, and by extension the popular culture that has continued to replicate it ever since.

The Middle Ages had the Schandmantel: a barrel of wood and tin for humiliating petty criminals in a public square, under daylight, before their neighbors. No spikes. No deaths. No theatrical machinery of private execution. The offender walked through the market wearing a barrel, endured the collective mockery of their community, and afterward went home to rebuild their standing among the people who had watched. Shaming, not death. Community, not isolation. The open light of the public square, not the sealed darkness of an iron cabinet. It was proportionate, documented, and real.

The Romantic era had the iron maiden: enclosed, iron, lethal, private, and imaginary. A device assembled in the early 1800s from military surplus equipment to confirm a story with no primary source, placed in a castle to be seen by tourists who needed the Middle Ages to have been considerably darker than they were, exhibited before tens of millions of people on two continents, photographed for what would become the Getty Museum's collection, used by Uday Hussein, named by a rock band, and rendered permanent in the popular imagination by the cumulative weight of two centuries of repetition.

The iron maiden is the history of the nineteenth century pretending to be the history of the medieval period. It is the story of what a civilization needs to believe about its past in order to feel sufficiently better than it. It is a spiked iron cabinet assembled from surplus military hardware, bearing the Virgin Mary at its crown, that was never used to kill anyone — and that has, in the century and a half since scholars began carefully debunking it, never stopped killing the historical reputation of an era that had nothing to do with building it.

The myth won. The history, careful and well-documented and entirely correct, never had a chance.

 
 

Timeline

 13th century AD — The Schandmantel (cloak of shame) is in documented use across Germany as a punishment device for petty offenders: poachers, drunkards, prostitutes, quarrelsome neighbors. A barrel-shaped frame of wood and tin, worn during public humiliation. No spikes. No deaths.

 1252 AD — Pope Innocent IV issues the papal bull Ad extirpanda, formally authorizing torture in Inquisition proceedings. The method prescribed is primarily strappado — a rope and a pulley. The iron maiden appears in no Inquisition document.

 1304–1374 — Francesco Petrarch coins the term "Dark Ages" to describe the gap in classical learning since Rome's fall. His darkness is literary, not moral. The concept will later be weaponized.

 1447 AD — First documented use of the rack at the Tower of London, one of the few genuinely elaborate medieval torture instruments in the historical record.

 4 October 1759 — Johann Philipp Siebenkees born in Nuremberg. He will become a philosopher, philologist, and professor of languages at the University of Altdorf.

 1793 — Siebenkees publishes an account of a coin forger executed by iron maiden in Nuremberg on August 14, 1515. In the same year, French critic Jean-Francois de la Harpe publishes an iron maiden account set in the Spanish Inquisition. Neither writer has access to a physical device. Neither can produce their source documents.

 25 June 1796 — Johann Philipp Siebenkees dies in Altdorf at the age of thirty-six, before anyone can press him on his sources.

 c. 1800–1802 — The Nuremberg Iron Maiden first appears as a documented physical object, placed on display at the Royal Castle of Nuremberg. It is assembled from disparate metalwork components. Interior spikes are later identified as consistent with Napoleonic-era French bayonets. The story predates the object by approximately seven years.

 Through the 19th century — The Iron Maiden becomes one of Nuremberg's most popular tourist attractions. Guidebooks describe it as an essential stop. Photographs, drawings, and postcard images circulate across Europe.

 April 1890 — The entire torture collection from the Royal Castle of Nuremberg — over 1,300 objects — is purchased by Julius D. Ichenhauser on behalf of Charles Henry John Chetwynd-Talbot, the 20th Earl of Shrewsbury and Talbot. Ichenhauser compiles an illustrated catalogue describing the iron maiden as a genuine medieval artifact.

 1890–1892 — The Nuremberg torture collection tours principal cities of Great Britain.

 May–October 1893 — The collection is displayed at the World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago, Illinois. Approximately 27 million visitors attend the exposition over six months. The iron maiden is exhibited in the Anthropological Building.

 1894 — The collection is exhibited at Koster and Bial's Music Hall, a vaudeville theater in New York City. On August 11, 1894, photographers Ferdinand Schmidt and A. Michel make albumen silver prints of the device, now held at the J. Paul Getty Museum (CC0 public domain).

 1921 — A postcard photograph of the Nuremberg Iron Maiden is made, now in the public domain.

 1944 — RAF bombing raids destroy the original Nuremberg Iron Maiden. The device assembled around 1800 is gone. What survives are copies.

 2 January 1945 — The RAF's largest single raid on Nuremberg kills more than 1,800 people and destroys the medieval Altstadt almost completely.

 1960s — The Medieval Crime Museum in Rothenburg ob der Tauber acquires a copy of the iron maiden, made in the early 1960s as a copy of the nineteenth-century Nuremberg original. A copy of a fake.

 1975 — Iron Maiden the heavy metal band is formed in Leyton, East London. They will go on to sell more than 100 million albums, cementing the iron maiden's place in global popular consciousness beyond any scholarly correction.

 2000 — Professor Wolfgang Schild of the University of Bielefeld publishes Die eiserne Jungfrau: Dichtung und Wahrheit (The Iron Maiden: Fiction and Truth). Schild concludes that iron maidens across European collections were assembled from disparate artifacts in the early nineteenth century for commercial display. No medieval specimen is verified.

 2003 — Coalition forces in Baghdad report finding an iron maiden at the Iraqi National Olympic Committee headquarters, allegedly used by Uday Hussein. The myth has fully migrated from the nineteenth-century imagination into the twenty-first century.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Iron Maiden is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events and published scholarly research. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources, peer-reviewed studies, and established historical scholarship.
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